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Editorial Introduction
Grant Eckstein
Brigham Young University
Betsy Gilliland
University of Hawai‘i Mānoa

W

elcome to the first issue of the fifth volume year of
the Journal of Response to Writing. We are excited to
bring you two feature articles and one focused on teaching. Together, these articles span the three major domains we aim to
cover: native language, second/additional language, and foreign language
writing response. Additionally, the set of articles takes up issues of
students’ feedback perceptions and provisions of feedback that can facilitate better student writing.
In the first feature article, titled “Composition Students’ Opinions of
and Attention to Instructor Feedback,” Jennifer Cunningham questions
whether native-language students in composition classes read their instructors’ feedback. Instructors may be tempted to believe that the labor
they put into written feedback is wasted on inattentive students, but
Cunningham’s research contradicts this view. Using a survey design with
open questions, and garnering responses from over 200 participants, she
found that an overwhelming majority of students (94%) reported reading
their instructors’ feedback. Furthermore, students’ purposes for reading
feedback favored a desire for improved grades slightly ahead of a desire to
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improve writing. Survey participants also expressed preferences for
clear explanations from teachers of how they could improve.
The second article examines foreign language writing and
response. “Beyond Accuracy: Rethinking the Approach to Spanish Second
Language Writing through a Tutoring Intervention” by Lisa
Kuriscak involved writing-fellow feedback on higher-order concerns.
Nearly 100 students in a 300-level Spanish class wrote rough and final
drafts of papers at the beginning and end of a semester of study. Half of
the students were asked to meet multiple times with a Spanish tutor to
work on higher-order issues such as idea development or organization.
Kuriscak notes that all writers improved over the semester irrespective
of whether they met with the tutor. Moreover, lower-order writing
improved more than higher-order writing, which suggests that students
still tend to focus heavily on gram-mar and vocabulary in foreign
language writing contexts. Nonetheless, treatment group members saw
a small improvement in their higher-order writing, suggesting a benefit
associated with that kind of intervention.
Our final piece is a teaching article that focuses on the pedagogical
application of peer review. In “Anonymizing the Peer Response Process:
An Effective Way to Increase Proposed Revisions?” by Joe Garner and
Oliver Hadingham, the authors point out that students often avoid
giving critical feedback in peer review sessions. This can be exacerbated
in cultures where group harmony is valued. With the goal of increasing
critical response, the authors created an anonymized peer re-view
experience and contrasted this against one in which reviewers were
aware of each other’s identity. Anonymizing the process led to more
critiques among the intermediate students, but the same finding was not
significant among the advanced students, even though both groups
stated a preference for anonymized peer review. Thus, the authors
recommend using anonymized peer review to increase student
satisfaction, but they especially recommend it for intermedi-ate-level
students with backgrounds that value group harmony. While the authors used paper-based anonymized peer review (where students had
removed their names), they suggest that teachers could also utilize
online applications that would allow for blinded reviews while still
allowing real-time interaction between author and reviewer.
Eckstein, G., & Gilliland, B. (2019). Editorial introduction. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(1): 1–
3.
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In sum, we hope this issue of JRW provides added insight into ways that
teachers can structure written responses in a way that best helps their students
across a variety of contexts and locations. Better response, we believe, leads to
greater student achievement.
Finally, we would like to thank the authors who submitted their
research and teaching manuscripts to JRW and would similarly encourage
other readers to share their insights with this community. Likewise, we want
to express our deep gratitude to the many reviewers who volunteered their time
and expertise to the unpaid but critical task of reviewing the manuscripts that
follow. Their selfless service is paramount to JRW’s success. We also wish to
thank the copyeditors and typesetters, many of whom are editing students in
Brigham Young University’s Department of Linguistics. Thanks to you all, and
enjoy the latest issue of JRW.
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Beyond Accuracy: Rethinking the
Approach to Spanish Second Language
Writing through a Tutoring Intervention
Lisa Kuriscak
Ball State University

This study reports on a pedagogical intervention in Spanish second language writing classes designed to shift learners’ attention away from lower-order concerns
(e.g., morphosyntax) and toward higher-order concerns (e.g., content, tone, organization of ideas) through the support of a Spanish writing fellow (tutor) who
worked with the 300-level college participants. Those in the treatment group, but
not those in the control group, were required to meet with the tutor. Multivariate
analyses revealed that (a) learners in both groups improved in their writing from
the graded rough drafts to the final versions, and (b) some gains were observed in
the treatment group (suggesting some advantage), but, overall, learners still struggled to shift their attention away from lower-order concerns. These results are discussed in light of several write-to-learn and learn-to-write approaches to writing
instruction, sociocultural theory, and research on anxiety in language learning.

Keywords: Spanish, second language writing, tutoring, writing fellow
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Introduction
The idea for this study emerged from a workshop for instructors
whose courses contained significant writing components. Many reported, dismayed, that students prioritized grammar and spelling over
content, and several writing center directors reported that not only did
clients try to steer tutoring sessions toward form but also some instructors reinforced this focus (e.g., not giving feedback until all or most surface errors were fixed). Many who taught English writing courses (mostly
to native English speakers), argued for essentially writer-oriented and/or
product-oriented approaches (K. Hyland, 2011)—emphasizing the writing process, cognitive factors, craftwork for specific audiences, and genre
control. Such approaches tie into learn-to-write (LW) and write-to-learncontent (WLC) viewpoints. LW is often discipline-specific (learning to
control first language [L1] or second language [L2] linguistic-rhetorical
resources, especially voice, discourse, and genre); WLC falls more squarely
in FL (foreign language) writing, placing emphasis on audience and converging with WAC (Writing Across the Curriculum; Ortega, 2011). These
two lenses have not tended to be the norm in Spanish FL courses. Instead,
a more traditional approach to writing-to-learn-language (WLL) has pervaded, whereby writing serves primarily as a vehicle for practicing grammar and vocabulary, with the rationale that students need practice for
upper-level content courses. Although there is truth in this rationale, the
result is that content and skills areas can get sidestepped. Ortega (2011)
espouses a more nuanced approach to WLL to move beyond using writing to practice grammar and vocabulary and also advocates for bringing
together the LW, WLC, and WLL lenses into a “triadic heuristic . . . that
can both support instruction and enhance research interests” (p. 244).
This can be operationalized for FL classes in multiple ways, including
adding a WLC approach.
Emphasizing a WLC approach in the FL classroom can help students
gain confidence, learn how to use sources well, engage in critical thinking,
and develop greater control of discipline-specific content, but the picture
of the role that writing plays for L2 learners’ content development is still
not straightforward (given the variability in results of existing studies and
the need for more longitudinal studies, for example; see Hirvela, 2011, for
Kuriscak, L. (2019). Beyond accuracy: Rethinking the approach to Spanish second language
writing through a tutoring intervention. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(1), 75–101.
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a summary). It is also conceivable that a WLC approach in the FL classroom could help learners to be more authentic in their expression and
to better craft their writing for specific audiences (e.g., learning to tailor
the content for different audiences). Attention to form and language development, however, should not be dismissed. Rather, extra effort should be made
to direct students’ attention to HOCs (higher-order concerns dealing with
content/ideas, focus, organization, development; and sometimes referred
to as global concerns), which are emphasized more in LW and WLC approaches. On the other end, LOCs (lower-order concerns dealing with
mechanics, spelling, morphosyntax, etc.; and sometimes referred to as
local concerns) have been typically emphasized in a more traditional
WLL approach (e.g., Nakamaru, 2010). It should be noted that this
binary distinction has been described (e.g., Severino & Cogie, 2016) as a
false dichotomy. Severino and Cogie (2016) and others (e.g., Krest, 1987;
Nakamaru, 2010; Severino & Deifell, 2011) have argued instead for an
approach that carves out a category of middle-order concerns (MOCs)
for the lexicon. Although the field is moving toward describing and analyzing this middle ground, there does not seem to be clear consensus
yet regarding the operationalization of MOCs (e.g., Krest, 1988 [sentence
structure]; Nakamaru, 2010 [lexicon]). For instructors who do not engage
in research, the HOC/LOC distinction still remains salient. Akin to how
this opposition is being nuanced by the examination of MOCs, so, too, is
the write-to-learn/learn-to-write opposition being nuanced by the differentiation of WLC and WLL. In multiple chapters in Manchón’s (2011b)
edited volume, what stands out is that (a) aspects of writer-, product-, and
reader-oriented approaches can be interwoven to create different emphases in the classroom, and (b) adopting only one approach could disadvantage students.
This reflection on approaches to writing serves as the backdrop for the
present study, which reports on a pedagogical intervention in Spanish
composition classes. In the first two sections below, the theoretical underpinnings are further explained and the participants and tutoring intervention are described. In the next sections, the quantitative results are
shared (analyses of changes across essays), complemented by insights
from participants’ blog entries. Finally, concluding remarks, limitations,
and suggestions for future research are offered.
Kuriscak, L. (2019). Beyond accuracy: Rethinking the approach to Spanish second language
writing through a tutoring intervention. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(1), 75–101.
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Theoretical Grounding and Contextualization of the Intervention
This study began as an experiment to expand the utilization of the
writing center by offering tutoring services to those taking world languages
courses (Spanish, in this case). Writing centers tend to serve students who
write in (L1 or L2) English. Although there are examples of some multilingual U.S. Writing Centers (e.g., at Dickinson College [Lape, 2013], the
Spanish writing center at University of Minnesota [Strong & Furth, 2001],
and SPOT [Spanish and Portuguese Open Tutoring] at the University of
Miami Ohio [Harper, Tabor, Klare, Borchers, & McCarty, 2014]; see also
Hirsch & DeLuca, 2003), it is not the norm on U.S. campuses to find writing center tutors who can assist clients in languages other than English,
despite the need.
This attempt to expand WAC efforts led to an experiment into the effect of tutoring on Spanish FL students’ writing (by drawing their attention to HOCs) and is informed by several theoretical approaches, which
highlight differences in how write-to-learn and learn-to-write approaches
are operationalized and point to the importance of understanding these
differences to avoid misalignments (Ortega, 2011) between teachers’ and
students’ views of writing. Insights are also found in sociocultural theory
and second language acquisition (SLA) literature, specifically the noticing hypothesis (e.g., Hanaoka & Izumi, 2012; Schmidt, 1990) and output
hypothesis (Swain, 1993). The former hypothesis states that attention is
crucial for SLA; without it, learners would not advance in their acquisition (for lack of noticing the gaps between their interlanguage and L2).
The latter highlights the importance of pushing learners to make their
output “more precise, more coherent, and more appropriate” (Manchón,
2011a, p. 47). Both dovetail with some of WAC’s main tenets, for example: “writing enhances knowing: retrieving information, organizing it,
and expressing it in writing seems to improve understanding and retention. . . . Writing focuses attention: those who know they are expected
to write tend to be more attentive” (Soven, 1996, p. 1). Learners can be
primed (via consciousness-raising functions) to notice details in the input,
for example, through multiple forms of feedback. There are myriad ways to
structure activities and scaffolding to help students notice details (and thus
Kuriscak, L. (2019). Beyond accuracy: Rethinking the approach to Spanish second language
writing through a tutoring intervention. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(1), 75–101.
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process them more effectively) as well as to push their output, including
written or verbal feedback. Although this type of consciousness-raising
is typically associated with form-related (e.g., morphosyntactic) details,
it seems logical that directing learners’ attention to other aspects could be
beneficial to their writing—for example, to content, context, and audience.
Research has shown that attention paid to writing is task-dependent and
that noticing is insufficient for taking learners to the next level; they need
to engage in more in-depth processing while writing (Manchón, 2011a). As
will be subsequently discussed, one way to do this is through feedback from
instructors writing fellows.
The partnership between writing fellows and faculty members is more
than a one-time workshop, implying instead the opportunity to address writing issues jointly in class and in tutoring sessions over the semester (Leahy,
1999). Being able to discuss their writing with a peer trained in writing center practices and with adequate L2 skills could open the door for collaboration and learning, which is a key tenet of another theory that informs
the present study, namely Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory of mind for
L2 learning and teaching (see Lantolf, 2000, for a comprehensive review,
and Cumming, 2016). Sociocultural theory suggests that knowledge in any
area is not acquired in a vacuum but rather results from a social process in which learning happens through interactions with individuals and
is also influenced by more generalized cultural patterns (e.g., beliefs and
attitudes). Numerous authors have pointed to the social nature of writing,
including Manchón (2011a), who highlighted the importance of learning
linguistic knowledge and relevance for collaborative problem-solving tasks,
and Dufresne and Masny (2005, p. 376), who described L2 writing research as centering on “how to go about knowing about the social world.”
Furthermore, as summarized in Polio (2012), within a sociocultural approach, it is understood that scaffolding pushes learners’ language development and that “explicit knowledge should be useable for
certain learners” (p. 382), which can be stimulated by written feedback
(from various sources, including instructors and tutors). As noted in the
Introduction, depending on the approach, teachers, tutors, and students
can adopt a more writer-, product-, or reader-oriented practice. The latter
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two dovetail well with sociocultural theory (emphasizing relationships
with readers) and with a WLC approach (emphasizing audience).
One of the benefits of an WLC approach is that it elevates writing
beyond surface correctness, allowing for development in multiple areas
(e.g., self-efficacy/self-fulfillment), with the goal of making the writing
specifically relevant for students’ professional and personal lives beyond
the classroom (Soven, 1996). However, in an FL context, it is not uncommon for WLC to be reduced to a simplified version of WLL where the
goal becomes improving students’ accuracy in written Spanish so they
can perform well in upper-level courses. That is, they write primarily to
expand and polish their grammar and lexicon so that they can succeed
in linguistics, literature, or culture courses. Overlapping concerns (e.g.,
curriculum demands, lack of training in writing pedagogies, and the perception that linguistic accuracy is the greatest challenge facing FL writers
and the gateway to improving their language skills) can all lead instructors
to place more emphasis on surface correctness than on utilizing writing
to challenge learners in other ways. Furthermore, it is typically observed
in programs that prepare high school FL teachers that students gravitate
toward focus on form in both pre-service and in-service teaching. Shrum
and Glisan (2016), citing Hyland (2003) and McMartin-Miller (2014),
noted that this focus is real, although not always intentional: “Despite
teachers’ wishes to provide content-focused feedback, they often focus on
grammatical accuracy and on form more than they realize” (p. 306). Thus,
from both sides (i.e., what high school and college teachers emphasize
as well as what students are most comfortable with), these patterns tend to
repeat. Returning to the operationalization of WLL, it is important to note
that, even within the WLL label, there are multiple interpretations—from
a more traditional approach (just described) to a more innovative approach that aims to elevate L2 writing “from a convenient way to practice
grammar and vocabulary to a site for language development” (Ortega,
2011, p. 240).
Putting the more traditional approach to writing instruction on its
head, so to speak, and preferring an approach that infuses WLC into the FL
classroom (where the “learning” is not interpreted as primarily learning the
L2 better) means elevating the writing process and global (content-related)
Kuriscak, L. (2019). Beyond accuracy: Rethinking the approach to Spanish second language
writing through a tutoring intervention. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(1), 75–101.
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aspects of the written product over local aspects (grammatical/lexical accuracy) and redirecting students’ and instructors’ attention more toward
HOCs (McAndrew & Reigstad, 2001). Research on corrective feedback
(e.g., Chandler, 2003; F. Hyland, 2011; Manchón, 2011b) has also tended
to focus on grammatical, lexical, and orthographic corrections. Learners
can become fixated on accuracy over content and (a) be less equipped to
make their writing their own and (b) miss the empowering realization
that their writing does not have to be entirely accurate to be impactful.
By increasing their agency in their writing, dedicating more attention to
HOCs, and viewing writing as personally and professionally relevant for
their lives (during and after college), learners can launch themselves further forward in their language skills. If instructors can help shift learners’
focus on writing in this direction, then HOCs could be used to accomplish
LOCs (rather than letting LOCs eclipse HOCs). Research informed by
Ferreira, Bailey, and Ferraro’s (2002) good enough approach to language
comprehension could bolster this prioritization of HOCs. For example,
Ferreira et al. (2002, p. 13) reported on several studies that showed that
participants used “knowledge of the world to figure out who is doing what
to whom” more than they used syntactic algorithms to understand difficult passive constructions. This suggests that semantics and pragmatics
(more aligned with HOCs) could constitute a more robust route toward
comprehension than prioritization of syntactic rules (more aligned with
LOCs).
In the final section of her chapter, Ortega (2011) asked how we can best operationalize a symbiotic relationship between LW, WLC, and WLL to support
instruction and enhance research. LOCs predominate in a more traditional
WLL approach (albeit not in the language-development-oriented approach
espoused by Ortega), whereas HOCs tend to be emphasized more in WLC
and LW approaches. The pedagogical intervention described here attempts
to move in the latter direction. By not prioritizing LOCs, by emphasizing the
writing process and audience (in class activities/discussion and rubrics), and
by adding an extra layer of emphasis on HOCs (via tutoring), the aim is to

Kuriscak, L. (2019). Beyond accuracy: Rethinking the approach to Spanish second language
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see if such an approach leads to positive learning outcomes. Therefore, the
following research questions guided this study:
• Did learners’ writing change from the graded rough draft to the final
version (including Essays 1 and 2 in the analyses), either based on
group assignment (treatment or control) or outcome examined
(HOCs vs. LOCs)?
• Did learners’ writing change from the graded rough draft to
the final version, looking at higher-order versus lower-order
changes within each essay individually?
• Within the treatment group, did the number of times that students met with the writing fellow have an effect?
Materials and Methods
This project arose from an experiment in shifting the emphasis in
Spanish FL writing classes so that local/surface concerns would not
eclipse global/content-based concerns, thus attempting to encourage
learners to invest more in their ideas and the writing process. This can
be a challenge for instructors (i.e., it is easy to focus on error correction [because LOCs are readily measurable] and thus pay less attention to
rhetoric, genre, development, and organization) and for students (whose
Spanish coursework may likely have been more geared toward LOCs). It
was hoped that, by having a tutor (a Spanish writing fellow) work with
students individually to reinforce the value of HOCs, they might begin
to shift their attention. Additionally, being able to discuss their writing
with a peer trained in writing center practices and who had Spanish
skills (having completed a minor and studied abroad) opened the door
for collaboration and learning (following a sociocultural approach).
Participants
Participants were enrolled in a 300-level Spanish composition course,
required for the Spanish major and minor, at a large, public university.
Data collection took two years (2013–2015) in two sections per semester
(eight sections over four semesters total, with the same instructor). There
Kuriscak, L. (2019). Beyond accuracy: Rethinking the approach to Spanish second language
writing through a tutoring intervention. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(1), 75–101.
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was a predominance of women (as is typical in FL classes), sophomores
and juniors outnumbered freshmen and seniors (as some freshmen tested
into the 300-level and others came up in the 100-/200-levels), and all were
traditional-aged college students. A variety of majors were reported (i.e.,
Spanish as well as other majors who were minoring in Spanish).
Enrollment per section was capped at 25, but the number of participants (n = 96) is less than the total enrollment because, as per Institutional
Review Board protocol, students could decide whether to have their data
included in the research (i.e., everyone wrote essays and blogs and completed surveys as part of normal class activities, but they could withhold
consent for their material to be used for research later). Furthermore, the
essays analyzed for research were those in which students turned in two
versions (i.e., a graded rough draft and a final version), and some data
was lost with students who consented but then failed to turn in work.
Similarly, blog data is not available for everyone: Students were given a
variety of blog topics and responded to a subset of their choosing. Despite
having a relatively small sample of posts to analyze on the topics of feedback and the writing process in English and Spanish (n = 33), their candid sharing offers insights that augment the statistical analyses (see the
discussion section). They were assigned as a low-consequence way (as a
small percentage of the course grade) to encourage students to write more
and to try out complex structures without fixating on accuracy, and they
also proved useful for understanding students’ writing experiences.
Participants were subdivided into two groups: one section each semester was randomly assigned as the control group and the other as the
treatment group, differing in whether they had to meet with the writing
fellow. Pretest/posttest surveys were distributed to gather background (demographic) data, and Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for both groups.

Kuriscak, L. (2019). Beyond accuracy: Rethinking the approach to Spanish second language
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Table 1
Descriptive Statistics by Group
Variable

Treatment
groupa (n =
52)

Control
groupa (n =
44)

Total (n =
96)

Gender

38 women

36 women

74 women

14 men
9 freshmen

8 men
4 freshmen

22 men
13 freshmen

19 sophomores

16 sophomores

35 sophomores

12 juniors

17 juniors

29 juniors

9 seniors

6 seniors

15 seniors

M = 19.8
0=0

M = 20
0 = 44

3 (other or
missing)
range: 18–23
0 = 44

1 = 12

1=0

1 = 12

2 = 38

2=0

2 = 38

3=2

3=0

3=2

Class standing

3 other
Age
Times tutored

Note. The n per semester was as follows: 24 in Fall 2013, 29 in Spring 2014, 17 in Fall 2014,
and 26 in Spring 2015.

Procedures and Instrumentation
Students wrote multiple essays over the semester, two of which required a graded rough draft and a final version. The prompts varied
slightly within the same genres: narrative and reflective pieces. The narrative piece (Essay 1) was written at the end of the first month and came
Kuriscak, L. (2019). Beyond accuracy: Rethinking the approach to Spanish second language
writing through a tutoring intervention. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(1), 75–101.
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from one of three prompts (depending on the semester): tell a story of
(a) a personal event that accompanies a photo, (b) a special person in
your life, and (c) a significant moment in your life. The reflective piece
(Essay 2) was written in the last month of the semester and was the culmination of an extended project in which students explored situations (of
their choosing) on campus or in the community where they were the minority (in race, gender, physical ability, ideology, age, social class, religion,
language, sexual orientation, lifestyle, etc.). They wrote in Spanish about
their experiences and reflections, focusing on what it takes to leave their
comfort zone and connect with others.
Everyone first received written instructor feedback on their drafts and
final versions (indicating LOC and HOC areas to improve, though HOCs
to a lesser extent because of the writing fellow’s attention to HOCs; e.g.,
McAndrew & Reigstad, 2001). Students were not required to edit the final
versions but were told to use the feedback to inform their future writing.
Each category received about equal weight in the grade; the importance
of both was explained to students along with the need to dedicate more
time to HOCs rather than expecting their L1 writing experience to carry
them through. Regardless of whether students consented to let their data
be used for research, meeting with the writing fellow was a normal class
requirement for the treatment group; students knew that participation
points would be reduced for missing sessions. It was hoped that the tutoring would help the treatment group to engage in another layer of in-depth,
elaborate (content-related) processing that went beyond form-related
features. Those in the control group were only encouraged to meet with
the writing tutor; none utilized her services. The treatment group’s oneon-one, 30-minute sessions were HOC-focused (primarily on content,
organization, transitions, paragraphing, and development/substantiation
of ideas, and also sometimes the instructor’s comments). That said, the
writing fellow and students were not always on the same page; the writing fellow answered a few LOCs where she felt she best could but tried to
focus the discussion on HOCs. Students were told to incorporate the writing fellow’s (and instructor’s) suggestions into their final versions. In sum,
Kuriscak, L. (2019). Beyond accuracy: Rethinking the approach to Spanish second language
writing through a tutoring intervention. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(1), 75–101.
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in terms of input received, both groups received (written) feedback from
their instructor, and the treatment group also received (verbal, in-person,
individual) feedback from the writing fellow in the writing center, with
more emphasis overall on HOCs.
Coding and Analyses
Before deciding on a coding system, a survey of the literature was
done to review the range of approaches to coding writing. Most studies
that examined changes in learners’ writing over time coded primarily for
LOCs (see Polio, 1997, for a summary). The coding system utilized in the
present study takes some of its inspiration from Hedgcock and Lefkowitz
(1992) for the LOCs, and to that was added the HOCs, inspired by and
adapted from Storch (2005). See Table 2, showing the total number of
points that each essay could receive (10 [HO] + 10 [LO] = 20) along with
the descriptions for each rating. (Note that grades were removed from
the essays before coding, which happened after the semester ended.) As
Table 2 shows, lexical choice was considered within LOCs. Although some
scholars advocate for placing the lexicon in its own middle-order category,
for the purposes of the present study, morphosyntax and lexicon were included together because the goal was to attempt to shift learners’ attention
toward more global (HO) concerns, regardless of whether middle- and
lower-order-concerns constituted one or separate categories. The essays
were coded by two trained raters (the author and a research assistant); the
first rater coded all essays and the second coded 10% to gain a measure
of interrater reliability, which resulted in 94% alignment.

Kuriscak, L. (2019). Beyond accuracy: Rethinking the approach to Spanish second language
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Table 2
Coding System
Higher-order concerns

Lower-order concerns

An Excellent essay would have these
characteristics and thus be coded as a
9–10:

An Excellent essay would have these characteristics and thus be coded as a 9–10:

This is a very well written text: well
structured; interesting and relevant
hook; a clear and complete topic statement of what the essay is about. The
ideas are clearly organized and flow
logically. Connections between ideas,
sentences, and paragraphs are present
and effective via linking words/phrases. There are concrete details that
support the topic. There is an effective
closing paragraph.
A Good essay will have similar traits
but not to the same level and thus be
coded as a 7–8.

The grammatical accuracy of this text is
very good to excellent, demonstrating
complex structures, relatively few errors in
agreement, tense/mood/aspect, or spelling/
accentuation. The lexical choices are very
good to excellent, demonstrating knowledge
of the topic, variety in word choice, and use
of some appropriate idioms (e.g., very few
literal translations from English).

A Good essay will have similar traits but
not to the same level and thus be coded as
a 7–8.

A Satisfactory essay will be one step
A Satisfactory essay will be one step lower
lower than the Good essay and thus be than the Good essay and thus be coded as
coded as a 5–6.
a 5–6.
An Adequate essay will only meet
minimal standards and be difficult to
follow, thus coded as a 3–4.

An Adequate essay will only meet minimal
standards and be difficult to follow, thus
coded as a 3–4.

A Poor essay will be significantly
A Poor essay will be significantly lacking
lacking even in minimal standards and even in minimal standards and very difficult
very difficult to follow and be coded
to follow and be coded as a 1–2.
as a 1–2.

In the statistical analyses (ANOVAs), students’ writing was evaluated for the effects of group (tutored or not) and number of hours
(within the treatment group of tutees) on their writing. As noted in
the instrumentation and procedures section, students received two
types of feedback/input: LOCs (grammar, lexicon, spelling, etc.) and
HOCs (quality of introduction and conclusion, sequencing of ideas,
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descriptive details, etc.). The main results come from comparisons of
patterns in students’ development from their graded rough drafts to
the final versions (i.e., change from the first to the second essay) and
from the beginning to the end of the semester. Furthermore, the blogs
provide insights into some of the patterns in the quantitative essay
data.
Results
Research Question 1
Three-way ANOVAs were run with two within-subject factors: Version
(graded rough draft vs. final version) and Essay (Essay 1 written at the
beginning of the semester vs. Essay 2 written toward the end of the semester). There was one between-subject factor of Group (treatment vs.
control group). The analyses were run several ways to test for changes in
learners’ writing, comparing rough drafts and final versions for (a) overall change (HO and LOCs together), (b) change in HOCs only, and (c)
change in LOCs only. The multivariate tests revealed, across the board,
one persistent and significant main effect—namely, the final versions
had higher average scores (i.e., were more improved) than rough drafts
(for both Essay 1 and Essay 2). This held true for the analyses of overall
change, HOCs only, and LOCs only (see Table 3).
Table 3
Research Question 1
Outcomes

F

p

Overall
change
Higher-order
only
Lower-order
only

F(1, 49)
= 222.89
F(1, 49)
= 165.55
F(1, 49)
= 167.99

< .001 11.80

Means: η2
Final
versions
13.21 .395

< .001 5.76

6.43

.6065

< .001 6.05

6.81

.7742

Means:
Rough
drafts
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This was expected overall, though it was hoped that there might be more
of a difference in the treatment and control groups. However, Group
did not produce significant findings: The final versions of students’
essays had higher estimated marginal means than the graded rough
drafts, regardless of Group. Interestingly, there was one three-way interaction involving Group that approached but did not reach significance—
namely, comparing change in HOCs across Essay and Version, with Group
as the between-subject factor: F(1, 49) = 3.45, η2 = .0141, p < .069. In
other words, looking at just HOCs from rough draft to final version for
both essays, the treatment group had higher estimated marginal means
(although the differences were not large at the final version). As will be
explained subsequently, additional analyses were done to examine changes
only within Essay 1 and then others only within Essay 2 to see if this
tendency would come into focus with greater explanatory power.
Research Question 2
Looking at Essay 1, the outcomes of these analyses echo those of research question 1: The final versions were better than the graded rough
drafts, and HOCs had significantly lower averages across the rough drafts
and final versions than LOCs (see Tables 4 and 5). As will be described,
there was an interaction effect that approached significance for Essay
2, but, interestingly, it did not reach or approach significance for
Essay 1. However, there was still a significant interaction effect
found—between Version and higher-order versus lower-order in
Essay 1: F(1, 57) = 4.13, η2 = .004, p = .047. This finding highlighted more spread between the HO and LO scores in the final
versions: The HO means were lower than the LO means in both
the rough drafts and the final versions, and the split was a bit more noticeable in the final versions (Rough drafts: HOM = 5.78; LOM =
6.09 ; Final versions: HOM = 6.36; LOM = 6.88).
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Table 4
Research Question 2
Means:
Rough
drafts
5.90

Means: η2
Final
versions
6.62
.3868

<
.001

5.87

6.63

Means:
HOCs
6.04

Means:
LOCs
6.48

η2

6.11

6.39

.0584

Outcomes

F

p

Essay 1:
Overall
change
Essay 2:
Overall
change

F(1, 57) =
142.41

<
.001

F(1, 49) =
102.15

.4169

Table 5
Research Question 2
Outcomes

F

p

Essay 1: HOCs
& LOCs compared
Essay 2: HOCs
& LOCs compared

F(1, 57) =
34.36

<
.001

F(1, 49) =
11.22

<
.002

.146

The outcomes for Essay 2 are consistent with those of Essay 1: Final
versions were better than the rough drafts, and HOCs had significantly
lower averages across the rough draft and final version than the LOCs (see
Tables 4 and 5). Finally, there was an interaction effect for Essay 2
between Version and Group that approached but did not reach significance and that could support less solidified patterns in the data:
F(1, 49) = 3.66, η2 = .0149, p = .062. The means for this finding point
to the similarity in the control and treatment groups at the beginning (M
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= 5.89 control group; M = 5.86 treatment group) as well as their divergence at the final version, with the treatment group surpassing the control
group for change in HOCs and LOCs in Essay 2 (M = 6.50 control group;
M = 6.75 treatment group).
Regarding Essay 2, in the rough draft, the treatment and control groups
were similar, but in the final version they diverged more notably, showing that the treatment group did better. This could give support to the
hypothesis that the intervention impacted this group’s learning trajectory
(i.e., drafts were about the same, but after the tutoring sessions and more
time in the semester had passed, they had higher HO scores, which was
the emphasis of the tutoring sessions). Interestingly, this same interaction
did not approach significance for Essay 1 but instead another interaction
was significant (Version x HO/LO), which compared the HO/LO change
from rough draft to final version. With a larger subject pool, perhaps
this would have reached statistical significance and we could speak with
greater confidence about this finding. As is, the data is suggestive that the
intervention could lead to positive gains. The pattern showing HO means
that are lower than LO means will be further commented on in the discussion section.
Research Question 3
Most students (n = 23) in the treatment group met with the writing
fellow two or three times. A few (n = 5) only worked with her one time
(having missed an appointment). The multivariate test for this question
was run to see if any benefit might have been produced by meeting with
the writing fellow more than once. Given the lack of symmetry across
the n’s, the results should be taken with a grain of salt. That said, it is important to note that, like the results for research question 1, in terms
of overall change, the rough drafts had lower marginal means (12.45)
than the final versions (13.85), regardless of the number of tutoring sessions: F(1, 26) = 78.06, η2 = .2497, p < .001.
In sum, the most persistent main effect is that students’ writing improved from rough draft to final version over the semester. They also
made more gains in LOCs than HOCs, which at first seems unexpected,
but, as will be subsequently discussed, the qualitative data gleaned from
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the blogs suggests that it could be related to their affective response to
language learning.
Discussion
The main effects and the interactions that reached significance (and
those that approached significance, though with more caution) contribute
to this picture: (a) There was significant improvement from graded rough
draft to final version (for Essays 1 and 2) when looking at overall change,
HOCs only, and LOCs only; (b) more LO (than HO) gains were made; (c)
there appears to be a slight advantage for the treatment group (at least in
terms of HOCs from rough draft to final version for both essays, where the
treatment group had higher means on the final version); and (d) meeting
with the tutor two or three times versus one time did not produce measurable benefit. Although it is not unexpected that their writing improved
from the rough draft to the final version, it is somewhat surprising, if not
disappointing, that adding an extra layer of emphasis on HOCs (through
tutoring) didn’t yield more robust results (i.e., students made more gains
in LO than HO and tried to steer the tutoring sessions in that direction).
The writing fellow also worked in the writing center and reported having
this same struggle with clients whose papers were in English; this is not
to imply that LOCs should be absent from tutoring sessions, but rather
that the general approach of our writing center in any tutoring context
was for tutors to give more attention to HOCs. The findings of the present
study leave room for continued pedagogical attention and experimentation to find ways to shift students’ orientation, as will be suggested in
the final section. But first, there are insights to be learned from the blog
entries as well as studies in educational studies that provide possible ways
to understand these patterns as more than isolated phenomena of FL writing in Spanish.
Approximately halfway through the semester, students were given
this blog prompt to encourage reflection on the writing process:
Please reflect on the process of writing (in English and Spanish), what you get
from writing and what it requires of you, your approach, and your reaction to
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the process. For example: What is your process of writing like in Spanish? Has it
changed since the beginning of the semester, and if so, how? What do you most
like about writing? What is different about writing in English vs. Spanish for
you? What are your challenges and accomplishments in writing?

Many perceived their English writing process as effortless compared
to writing in Spanish, which is “una bestia totalmente diferente” [a totally
different beast], as described by one student. Although a few expressed
a dislike for writing in general, many stated that they enjoyed writing in
English but did not have the same reaction to writing in Spanish, for example: “Escribir en español es difícil porque tiene que pensar en un millones
cosas en seguida. Con escribir en ingles, haces las mismas cosas pero no
tiene que pensar en las.” [Writing in Spanish is hard because you have to
think about a million things at once. With writing in English, you do the
same things but you don’t have to think about them.] Their comments
about the stages of the writing process continued to highlight differences
in their processes; they remarked on pre-writing/planning and drafting
but made few comments on editing/revision. Although some reported
engaging in planning before writing (e.g., brainstorming, reflecting, outlining, translating words for later), many indicated they spent less time
on pre-writing in Spanish (than English), which could be at least partially
responsible for their reduced attention to HOCs. When drafting, some
recognized trying to think and write in Spanish but others stated that they
think and write in English and then translate to Spanish (running contrary to the instructor’s and tutor’s suggestions and best practices in the
field).
Finally, their affective response to writing in Spanish stood out in the
blog data. Overall, they described writing in Spanish as an arduous, slow
process with inherent lexical and syntactic challenges. The quotes below
reflect this discomfort with writing in Spanish and suggest connections
with identity or self-image issues:
“En inglés aparezo como una persona creativa y complicada. En español, aparezo como una persona aburrida y llana.” [In English I seem like
a creative, complex person. In Spanish I seem like a boring, flat person.]
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“Me siento inteligente cuando escriba en español sin un diccionario.”
[I feel intelligent when I write in Spanish without a dictionary.]
Perhaps in part for this reason, students reduced their involvement in
other stages of the writing process. For example, because of how laborious they found the process, they may have run out of time before the due
date to meet with the writing fellow (who would’ve guided them toward
revisions and offered encouragement) or didn’t budget time or energy for
editing on their own. Or perhaps, depending on the effect that their evaluation of their own skills had on their self-image, they felt more (or less)
inspired to spend time on all stages of the process. They also identified
their Spanish writing process with nervousness at making mistakes and
a lack of confidence. When commenting on their nervousness at making
mistakes, they generally linked it to LOCs: They felt that, if they could the
get the grammar and form in good shape, they would be more confident
and less nervous, whereas content-related aspects were barely mentioned
(suggesting it is less on their radar).
Although there do not appear to be any studies directly linking anxiousness to L2 writing outcomes, Gregersen and Horwitz (2002) did find
such a correlation in their study of L2 oral performance (with L1 Spanish
speakers from Chile who were learning English as an L2). Referring to
work by Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope (1986), they described L2 anxiety as
comprising three subtypes of anxiety: communication apprehension, fear of
negative evaluation, and test anxiety (all of which could also exist in daily
life with L1 use). When individuals feel anxious, they may withdraw, shut
down, or use avoidance behaviors, which can happen when using an L2 because: “the inability to express oneself fully or to understand what another
person says can easily lead to frustration and apprehension given that the
apprehensive communicator is aware that complete communication is
not possible and may be troubled by this prospect” (p. 562). It’s possible
that this could hold true for L2 writing, and if so, then for the present
study this could be one reason that students avoided giving more attention to HOCs. That is, they may have considered the resolution of LOCs
to be a more effective path to relieving their anxiety, as noted above; if
they felt apprehensive about HOCs but didn’t consider them as important as LOCs (despite the message communicated by their instructor and
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tutor), they may have avoided giving HOCs more attention. The current
generation has also been described as lacking confidence; for example,
see McAllum (2016) who states that many have symptoms of imposter
syndrome or a deep-seated insecurity that one is not sufficiently capable of carrying out the task at hand, often masking their anxiety
of being exposed as intellectual frauds through what Pedler (2011)
calls “over-compensating” or “fronting it out” (p. 90). Millennials either
study too hard to prove their ability to themselves and others or become
paralyzed by inadequacy, refusing to take risks (p. 364).
In language learning, this is particularly counterproductive, as it is
important that learners make errors and take risks. As educators, it could
be argued that we are faced with figuring out how to adapt in order to help
students also adapt. For example, students’ affective response to writing is
very powerful and could suggest that they would benefit from receiving
more positive comments on their writing to encourage them to keep writing and focusing on HOCs. There are also problems with over-adaptation,
as McAllum (2016) notes: “Through our constant availability to clarify criteria, explain instructions, provide microlevel feedback and offer words of
encouragement, we nourish millennials’ craving for continuous external
affirmations of success and reduce their resilience in the face of challenges
or failure” (p. 364). It seems that we are still early on in determining how
much support to give and in what form, but what stands out is the importance of understanding the connection between students’ affective
responses and their attention to various aspects of their writing and the
writing process.
Conclusions, Limitations, and Future Directions
The aim of the present study was to implement an intervention in
which a Spanish writing fellow worked with students in the treatment
group (but not control group) on their essays to draw their attention to
HOCs in their writing, giving greater priority to that aspect of their writing. Although students’ writing improved (overall, for HOC only, and for
LOC only), students still fixated on the LOCs. The writing fellow’s work,
however, was not ineffective in that there was some evidence that the
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treatment group performed better. Supplemental data from blog entries
suggest that students’ affective response to L2 writing (i.e., they see it as
slow and arduous, focus on lexical and syntactic challenges, and are nervous about making lower-order-type mistakes). What drives this affective
response could potentially be larger than just the L2 writing context, perhaps connected to L2 anxiety (as explored in the previous section).
Future studies could make several modifications to yield more generalizable results. For example, had the sample size been larger, the results may have shed further light on the variables. Including individual
difference variables could also be useful, as could modifying the coding
systems by, for example, experimenting with coding systems that isolate
middle-order concerns (to separate out more the role of morphosyntax
and lexical choice in communicating content and to capture with greater
granularity the effect of writing-fellow tutoring on students’ writing). Future
studies could also increase the number of drafts that students wrote (before
the final version) or the length and number of the tutoring sessions. Even
with these limitations, the present study lays groundwork for future work
with different treatment/control parameters, for example: Rewrites with no
feedback from the instructor and only from a tutor; no feedback from a
tutor and only from the instructor; and no feedback from a tutor or the
instructor. In the latter case, it would be interesting to see if the findings
here would hold (i.e., significant improvement from rough draft to final
version—overall, for HOC only, for LOC only); separating out these three
parameters could help disambiguate whether instructor feedback and
tutor feedback have a cumulative effect (as opposed to the effect of each
one alone). Furthermore, it could be useful to have learners complete the
Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (Horwitz et al., 1986) and
correlate the findings (for the writing outcomes) with the participants’
scores on this metric.
From the standpoint of pedagogical implications, instructors who do
not have an L2 writing fellow could have their students work with a classmate as a graded task for additional accountability and structure during
pre-writing or editing (and also thus distinguish the distinct phases of the
writing process so that learners do not gloss over them). Reading an essay
aloud to a classmate who then gives feedback (using a worksheet) could
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further nudge students toward focusing more on HOCs, as would dedicating time in class to peer-feedback activities and utilizing a worksheet to
retain the focus on HO elements. For those who would like to start a writing fellow program, avenues to investigate could include tapping into language honor societies and partnering with other centers or departments
(e.g., campus learning center that provides tutoring, a writing center, or
honors college).
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Reading and attending to feedback has long been established as an important part
of the writing process and much pedagogical research discusses how to best provide feedback (Hillocks, 1982; Lipnevich & Smith, 2009; Poulos & Mahony, 2008;
Sommers, 1982). Little research exists, however, that investigates the frequency
with which students actually read their instructors’ feedback. Guided by three research questions, this study includes empirical survey data collected over two
years on a regional campus of a large, Midwestern university with an eight-campus
system. This study asks (a) if college composition students read their instructors’
feedback, (b) what might encourage them to read their instructors’ feedback, and
(c) what do they find helpful or useful about their instructors’ feedback? Students
were invited to participate via email or by an internal online recruitment. Qualitative
responses were coded topically, employing content analysis informed by grounded
theory. Overall, this study finds that students who earn As and Bs in their college
composition classes do read instructor feedback. Additionally, although mostly grade-driven, students are interested in feedback to help them improve their
writing and feel encouraged to do so when allowed to revise and when feedback
is clear, individualized, and positive. This research concludes that most instructors
are providing feedback and, further, that students are reading it.

Keywords: instructor feedback, comments, survey, qualitative analysis
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Within writing studies, providing feedback on students’ essays is an
accepted and expected pedagogical practice among composition instructors (Hillocks, 1982; Sommers, 1982). While research discussing
instructor feedback tends to focus on types of useful feedback (Rae &
Cochrane, 2008), grade justification (Connors & Lunsford, 1993), student improvement (Ruegg, 2015), and ESL or L2 students’ perceptions of
comments (Ferris, Pezone, Tade, & Tinti, 1997; Ferris & Roberts, 2001),
little attention tends to be given to whether and why students read and
attend to their instructors’ feedback. And, while studies related to college
students’ in specific majors and upper-division classes exist (Whitington,
Glover, & Harley, 2004), there remains a lack of research about first- and
second-year college students and their perceptions regarding the feedback
they receive from their instructors. Little research exists in the field
of writing studies, in particular, regarding the frequency with which
students actually read their instructors’ feedback and why they might or
might not choose to do so. This research is particularly salient, given that
one learning outcome in many first-year composition (FYC) programs
is to teach students about the writing process, of which reading and attending to feedback is significant in relation to revising. In that way, this
research includes empirical survey data collected among composition
students, investigating whether and why these students read marginal
or formative essay feedback provided by their instructors.
Previous Research on Instructor Feedback
FYC instructors devote much of their time outside of class to writing
comments on students’ essays with the hope that students will read and
attend to their feedback in order to improve their writing. While a brief
search of literature will reveal that much of the current research about instructor feedback focuses on online classes (Cole et al., 2017; Gallien &
Oomen-Early, 2008; Laflen & Smith, 2017), the importance of instructor
feedback in face-to-face classes has long been established (Paulus, 1999),
and scholars such as Poulos and Mahony (2008) have argued that the effectiveness of feedback extends beyond the mode of delivery. Whether
online or face-to-face, FYC instructors continue to attempt to provide
helpful feedback in the form of formative and summative comments,
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encouraging students to rethink and revise essay drafts during the writing process as well as later/final essays for portfolio assessment. With so
much time devoted to feedback, scholarship has focused on investigating whether instructor feedback is important and effective (Getzlaf,
Perry, Toffner, Lamarche, & Edwards, 2009; Lipnevich & Smith, 2009),
and composition instructors continue to implement and provide feedback
because research has shown that it helps improve student writing.
In an effort to mitigate the time-consuming nature of providing feedback, some instructors have tried alternative methods such as automated
feedback, which has proven to be less than ideal when compared to personalized instructor comments. For example, Dikli and Bleyle (2014) investigated automated essay feedback among 14 student participants,
comparing instructor feedback on essay drafts with automated feedback
on those same drafts. After analyzing both types of feedback in terms of
quality and quantity, they determined that instructors provided more and
better feedback than the computer.
Another method for providing feedback with the hope of efficiency is
recording audio feedback rather than writing or typing feedback directly
on an essay. Ice, Curtis, Phillips, and Wells (2007) conducted a document
analysis, finding that students were three times more likely to apply content provided by audio feedback than text-based feedback. Though Cann
(2014) argued that audio feedback is an effective but underused method
for providing feedback, Cavanaugh and Song (2014) have taken a more
nuanced and indefinite stance. After conducting surveys and interviews
with seven students and four instructors, they found that instructors provided more macro-level comments with audio feedback and micro-level
comments with written feedback, with students preferring either audio
or written feedback based on their own revising methods. While the
effectiveness of audio feedback might require additional research, students’ perceptions of the effectiveness of instructor feedback has been
established.
Boyd (2008) surveyed 19 sections of FYC students in online and hybrid
classes, pointing out that online students continue to rate their instructors’
feedback as most important to their learning—though, perhaps because of
the students’ assumption that classes ought to be teacher-directed and unidirectional. Previous research about students’ perceptions of feedback has
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shown again and again that students prefer feedback that is timely as well
as specific (Poulos & Mahony, 2008). Lipnevich and Smith (2009) conducted six focus groups and found that students preferred detailed comments, concluding that specific, descriptive feedback (rather than letter
grades) resulted in the highest student improvements and that specific,
detailed comments were the most effective form of feedback, whereas
praise was the least effective.
Also in an investigation of specific, detailed feedback, Gallien
and Oomen-Early (2008) studied four online health courses, two which
received individualized feedback from the instructor and two which received
collective feedback. They found that students who received individualized feedback were more satisfied with the course and performed better
overall, reinforcing the importance of personalized instructor feedback.
Further speaking to both individualized and timely feedback, Getzlaf et
al. (2009) surveyed graduate students in online courses about their perceptions of effective instructor feedback, concluding that individualized,
timely, and positively constructive feedback is beneficial. In a study of online FYC students, Cunningham (2015) also found that timely instructor
responses (e.g., emails) and individualized feedback (e.g., comments on
essays) most notably created a high sense of instructor presence, resulting in student satisfaction. Likewise, Litterio (2018) surveyed 20 FYC students about their perceptions related to learning outcomes and their own
learning in fully online composition classes, finding a correlation between
instructor feedback and positive perceptions of student learning.
While previous research has determined that students prefer timely,
individualized instructor feedback, little scholarship exists investigating
whether most students actually read the feedback that their instructors
provide. The study that comes closest to answering this question is Laflen
and Smith (2017), who used a learning management system to track 334
undergraduates in 16 fully online and web-facilitated courses in order to
determine whether students opened an attachment if their grade was included in the attachment with feedback and separately in the grade box or
if the grade and feedback were only included within the attachment. They
found that “not making the grade visible made students 35 percent more
likely to open the feedback attachment” (p. 46). Although they posited
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an unintended finding that “the majority (52.5%) of students continued
to open the feedback attachment to view instructor feedback for the first
paper” (p. 48), it is unclear whether students were interested in looking
at their grade only. Although Laflen and Smith (2017) could determine
that students opened the attachment, they could not determine whether
students actually read the instructor feedback included.
As previous research has shown, detailed, descriptive feedback can
be effective in online and face-to-face classes, which is why composition
instructors continue to provide comments on students’ essays—with
the intent that students will read and attend to those comments. The question remains, however, whether students actually read the feedback that
instructors provide and what they perceive to be most helpful or useful.
In that way, this research surveys students enrolled in face-to-face and
online composition classes in order to discover whether and why they
read their instructors’ feedback. Specifically, this study is guided by the
following research question: Do college composition students read their
instructors’ feedback? If so, why?
Methodology
Data collection took place over the course of six semesters or two academic years at a regional campus of a large, Midwestern university with
an eight-campus system. At the time of this study, this specific regional
campus enrolled about 7,000 students with the average student age being
23. Fourteen percent of the student body identified as minority or international and 22% identified as an adult learner. Socioeconomically, the average student would be considered lower-middle class, with 82% of students
receiving financial aid.
First-year composition (FYC) on this campus (and university-wide)
comprised two composition courses. To qualify for this survey, students
participating in the study must have either currently been enrolled in or
completed one of the two composition courses, both of which include the
following learning outcomes salient to the topic of instructor feedback:
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•

Knowledge of Composing Processes
॰॰Understand writing as a series of recursive and interrelated steps
that includes generating ideas and text, drafting, revising, and editing
॰॰Recognize that writing is a flexible, recursive process
॰॰Apply this understanding and recognition to produce successive drafts of increasing quality
• Collaboration
॰॰Work with others to improve their own and others’ texts
॰॰Balance the advantages of relying on others with taking responsibility for their own work
• Composing in Digital Environments
॰॰Understand the possibilities of digital media/technologies for
composing and publishing texts
॰॰Use digital environments to support writing tasks such as drafting, reviewing, revising, editing, and sharing texts
The first course was an introduction to academic writing and the writing process, requiring students to complete three to five academic essays
of increasing difficulty. The second course built upon the first, requiring
students to write three to five essays, one of which was a longer research
essay. Instructors at this university were afforded the agency to choose and
develop their own assignments and design their courses as they prefer, as
long as they meet the learning outcomes.
With regard to the learning outcomes listed above, FYC students were
required to produce essay drafts and revisions, and instructors were expected to provide feedback on student essays. This feedback could appear
in several forms. Some instructors chose to provide their own feedback on
essay drafts that students also submitted to peer workshops. Instructors
may also have provided formative feedback on drafts produced before or
after peer workshops. Other instructors also provided formative feedback
on “final” essay drafts submitted for a grade, with the expectation that
students would revise again for a final portfolio due at the end of the semester. Still other instructors provided an opportunity for students to revise “final” essays during the semester in lieu of a portfolio due at the end
of the semester. Each instructor determined how many drafts students
submitted and how much feedback they would provide on each essay.
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Given the mode in which their class was delivered (i.e., online or face-toface), instructors also had the freedom to choose whether their feedback
was handwritten or digital, provided in the margins or as a longer comment at the end of an essay. Given this instructor agency and noticeable
in the results of this study, students would comment on different types of
feedback (e.g., on drafts and final submissions) provided in different ways
(i.e., digitally and handwritten).
Survey. In order to answer the research question “Do college composition students read their instructors’ feedback? If so, why?” participants were asked one close-ended question, “When thinking about your
College Writing class, did you read the feedback (e.g., marginal comments
or ending paragraphs) that your instructor provided on your essays?”
with the following answer options: Yes, No, Sometimes. Based on their
responses, participants were asked one of three open-ended, follow-up
questions to explain why they did, did not, or sometimes read their instructors’ feedback: Why do you read your instructor’s feedback? Why
don’t you read your instructor’s feedback? Why do you sometimes read
your instructor’s feedback?
To better understand student perceptions of instructor feedback and
better inform the research question, participants also were asked three optional, open-ended questions:
• What, if anything, could your instructor do to encourage you to read
their feedback?
• What, if anything, do you find helpful or useful about the feedback
that your instructor provides?
• Is there anything else that you would like to add about your thoughts
regarding instructor feedback?
Given that the main purpose of this survey was to determine whether
and why students read their instructors’ feedback, choosing to include
the three additional questions as optional rather than mandatory for survey completion was purposeful. The intent was to encourage students to
complete the survey rather than risk participant attrition due to survey
fatigue if students chose not to answer the three open-ended questions
after completing the first part of the survey.
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Analysis and reliability. In order to code the qualitative responses,
content analysis (Berelson, 1952; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Krippendorff,
2004; Neuendorf, 2002) informed by grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss,
1967) was applied. Open coding was employed by reading through all
participants’ responses, looking for patterns and common words among
them. Individual responses were coded according to the overall theme or
topic. For example, when asked, “What, if anything, could your instructor do to encourage you to read his or her feedback?” if a participant responded, “A chance for extra points if we read the feedback and edit,” that
response was initially coded as “extra points.” Topics mentioned in each
response were then coded as categories with the current example coded as
Allow Revision/Higher Grade/Extra Credit. Each question (one follow-up
and three open-ended) produced its own coding and categorization and
was tested for reliability. Ten percent of responses from each of the four
questions was randomly selected and two raters coded and categorized
according to each respective coding scheme. Cohen’s Kappa was calculated in Dedoose, which interprets .65–.80 as “good agreement” and > .80
as “excellent agreement.”
The follow-up question for participants who indicated that they did
read their instructors’ feedback yielded two core categories and six subcategories. The first core category was Grade-Driven, which included four
subcategories: Better Writer for Future Assignments, Earn Higher Grades,
Revision, and Understand Grade. The second core category was WritingDriven, which included two subcategories: Improve Writing Overall and
Value Instructor’s Comments. Inter-rater reliability simple agreement and
Cohen’s Kappa when coding responses were .90 and .68, respectively.
The follow-up question for participants who indicated that they
sometimes read their instructors’ feedback yielded five categories: Grade
Dependent; Skim; Unimportant/Did Not Care; Illegible; Lose Interest. Interrater reliability simple agreement and Cohen’s Kappa when coding responses were .89 and .90, respectively.
Question 1 yielded eight categories: Allow Revision/Higher Grade/
Extra Credit; Explain Importance; Nothing/Self-Motivation; Make Feedback
Visual; Provide Better or More Feedback; Include Encouraging Feedback;
Make Responses Mandatory; Provide Less Feedback. Inter-rater reliability
Cunningham, J. M. (2019). Composition students’ opinion of and attention to instructor
feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(1), 4–38.

12 • Jennifer Cunningham

simple agreement and pooled Cohen’s Kappa when coding responses for
Question 1 were .97 and .92, respectively.
Question 2 yielded two core categories, Instructor Feedback and
Student Improvement, with 13 subcategories. The core category Instructor
Feedback included Clear, Detailed Feedback or Examples; Positive Comments;
and Thoughtful, Honest, or Individualized Feedback. The core category
Student Improvement included Improved Writing Skills for Future; ContentBased Improvement; Grammar and Punctuation; Revising; Understand
Strengths and Weaknesses; Editing/Errors/Diction; Structure-Based
Improvement; Understand Instructor Expectations; and Nothing. Interrater reliability simple agreement and Cohen’s Kappa when coding responses for Question 2 were .87 and .65, respectively.
Question 3 yielded two core categories: Commendation and Criticism,
with six subcategories. The core category Commendation included Feedback
is Helpful and Praise for Instructor. The core category Criticism included
Provide Less Overwhelming or Negative Feedback; Provide More Detailed,
Honest, or Clear Feedback; Wish for Legible Feedback; and Other Negative
Comment. Inter-rater reliability simple agreement and Cohen’s Kappa when
coding responses for Question 3 were 1.0 and 1.0.
Participants
Fifteen sections of college composition students who were currently
enrolled in one of the two composition courses (i.e., College Writing I
and College Writing II) were invited directly to participate via an email
sent by their instructors after final grades were posted and their semester
had concluded. Of those fifteen sections, thirteen were fully online and
two were face-to-face. The face-to-face sections included students from
the same regional campus, and the fully online sections included a majority of students enrolled at that same regional campus but also could
have included students from any of the other seven campuses. Other students self-selected to participate by choosing to take the survey as part
of a Regional Campus Subject Pool. The Regional Campus Subject Pool
(RCSP) is an internal recruitment system where faculty members who are
principal investigators on the regional campuses of this Midwestern university can upload open surveys that students can access via a database.
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Students were able to choose from a list of the open surveys according to
topic, length, or credits awarded to earn points for a class in which they
were enrolled that was including the RCSP as one of its course assignments (e.g., a research methods class in Psychology). In order to qualify
to complete this particular survey, students had to have taken at least one
of the two tiers of college composition either fully online or face-to-face
and with an instructor who provided feedback. (Although required and
implicitly asked of all instructors in the learning outcomes, there was no
policy or oversight to ensure that every composition instructor provided
feedback to students.) Students who qualified for and successfully completed the survey via the RCSP earned 1 point of credit in whichever class
was associated with the system.
In total, 272 students began the survey. After accounting for the exclusionary criteria (13 students had not taken college composition, five
said that their instructors did not provide feedback, and 32 said that their
instructors provided some editing marks but no comments) and six participants who did not complete the survey, 216 participants remained
(79% completion). Participant demographics included 162 females
(75%), 53 males (24.5%), and one participant self-identifying as intersex
(.5%). Given the number of students who had taken college composition
while still in high school (e.g., College Credit Plus or Post-Secondary
Education), 50 (23%) participants were under the age of 18 at the time
they completed the survey. The majority of participants (132 participants,
or 61%) were between the ages of 18 and 24, followed by ages 25–34 (23
participants, or 11%) and 35 or older (11 participants, or 5%). Participants
were also asked about the grade they earned in their composition course.
Of those completing the survey 116 (54%) indicated A-range, 82 (38%)
selected B-range, 16 (7%) chose C-range, one participant (0.5%) indicated D-range, and one participant (0.5%) selected F.
For ease of reference, the following table includes the aforementioned
participant demographics:
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Table 1
Participant Demographics (n = 216)
Category

Number/percentage

Sex
Female

162 (75%)

Male

53 (24.5%)

Intersex

1 (0.5%)

Age
<18

50 (23%)

18–24

132 (61%)

25–34

23 (11%)

35–44

5 (2%)

45–54

3 (1%)

55–64

2 (1%)

65–74

0

>75

1 (0.5%)

Grade in class
A-range

116 (54%)

B-range

82 (38%)

C-range

16 (7%)

D-range

1 (0.5%)

F-range

1 (0.5%)

Results
Of the 216 participants who successfully completed the survey,
197 (94%) indicated “Yes” (they did read their instructors’ feedback).
Those participants were asked a follow-up question to explain why. The
following table includes participants’ responses, coded and categorized according to two core categories—grade-driven and writing-driven—and
six subcategories. Table 2 also provides a definition and example for each
subcategory as well as the frequency with which each subcategory was
given as a response.
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Table 2
Yes, I Read Feedback (n = 197 [94%])
Core category

Response
subcategory

Definition and example

Frequency

Grade-driven
n = 107 (54%)

Better writer
for future
assignments

Student commented that they1 would like
to improve their writing to do well in their
current class. This might also imply that
the student reads feedback to earn a higher
grade.

n = 53
(27%)

E.g., “To see how I can better my writing for
the next essay.”
Earn higher
grades

Student commented that they read feedback n = 22
to earn higher grade on future essays in their (11%)
current class.
E.g., “To help increase my grade.”

Revision

Student commented that they read feedback
in order to fix mistakes. Although not
explicitly stated, this might also suggest that
the student reads feedback to earn a higher
grade.

n = 16 (8%)

E.g., “helps me learn what to fix”
Understand
grade

Student commented that they read feedback
to understand the grade that they earned.

n = 16 (8%)

E.g., “It’s nice to know why I got the grade
I did.”
Writing-driven
n = 90 (46%)

Improve writ- Student commented that they would like to
ing overall
become a better writer in general or beyond
their current writing class.

n = 76
(39%)

E.g., “I am always looking to improve my
writing skills. Writing well is valuable to me.”
Value
instructor’s
comments

Student indicated that their instructor provided feedback that they value.

n = 14 (7%)

E.g., “I respect my instructor and am looking
to improve my writing skills.”

As evident in Table 2, students read feedback in order to either earn a
higher grade or to become better writers. Of the respondents, 107 (54%)
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indicated that students read their instructors’ feedback in order to earn
a higher grade in the class. Fifty-three (27%) responses were categorized
as Better Writing for Future Assignments, which specified that the student
wanted to improve their writing in order to do well in their current class.
The implication here, as with all subcategories in the Grade-Driven core
category, is that the student read the feedback in order to earn a higher
grade. In fact, 22 (11%) participants clearly indicated that they read
feedback in order to Earn Higher Grades. The subcategories Revision
and Understand Grade both were composed of 16 (8%) responses and
implied a desire to earn a higher grade by revising or understanding,
respectively.
The second core category, Writing-Driven, included 90 (46%) responses and specified a desire to improve writing abilities overall (e.g., “I
am always looking to improve my writing skills. Writing well is valuable to
me”) or were too vague to imply a desire to earn a higher grade (e.g., feedback is important). Seventy-six (39%) responses were coded as Improve
Writing Overall, indicating that participants read feedback to improve
their writing, further suggesting that they would do so even if it were not
tied to a grade. Fourteen (7%) responses were coded as Value Instructor’s
Comments, suggesting that participants read feedback because of appreciation and find feedback to be valuable or beneficial.
Participants who commented that they “Sometimes” read their instructor’s feedback provided six reasons explaining why. Although only 11
(5%) participants responded “Sometimes,” and some of the categories are
an n of 1, the following table has been included so that future researchers
might be able to add to this data, perhaps finding more students who are
indicating that they occasionally or “Sometimes” read feedback.
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Table 3
I Sometimes Read Feedback (n = 11 [5%])
Response category
Grade dependent

Definition and example

Frequency

Student commented that reading feedback
was unnecessary, given that they received
an acceptable grade.

n = 4 (36%)

E.g., “It depended on the grade of my
paper”
Skim

Student explained that they read some
comments (e.g., ending comments but not
marginal) or skimmed to find their grade.

n = 3 (27%)

E.g., “I usually look at the grade and the
ending comments and disregard the marginal comments throughout the paper.”
Unimportant/did not
care

Student indicated that they did not believe n = 2 (18%)
the feedback was important or they did not
care to read it.
E.g., “Some of the feedback may or may
not be important.”

Illegible

Student commented that instructor feedback was too difficult to read.

n = 1 (9%)

E.g., “Many of the comments were very
hard to read.”
Lose interest

Student commented that, although they
might read feedback at the beginning of a
semester, they lose interest by the end of
the semester and do not read anymore.

n = 1 (9%)

E.g., “in the beginning of the semester I
want to learn how to write better for the
end. At the end I get lazy and do not really
care.”

As Table 3 suggests, students seem most influenced by grades, with 4
(36%) participants explaining that they read feedback depending upon the
grade that they earn, coded as Grade Dependent. Three (27%) responses
were coded as Skim, with participants explaining that they quickly read
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through comments or read through some but not all of the comments,
focusing, instead, on their grade. In that way, 7 (63%) of the comments
could be interpreted as Grade-Driven. Two (18%) of the responses were
coded as Unimportant/Did Not Care, with participants indicating that
feedback is not always important or that they do not always care to read it.
One (9%) participant commented that they did not always read feedback
because the handwriting was difficult to read and one (9%) other participant commented that, although they read feedback at the beginning of the
semester, they lose interest by the end of the semester. Again, regarding
illegible handwriting, it is worth noting that participants were not asked
whether their classes were online or face-to-face, so responses are conflated when being able to parse could provide additional context.
One student responded “No” they do not read the feedback provided
by their instructor, explaining, “I don’t really read the feedback I get if I
feel the professor is rude or I feel they don’t actually know what they are
talking about.” The remaining 7 responses of the 216 included participants
who responded “Yes” (they did read their instructors’ feedback) but included “N/A” in the textbox in order to be able to complete the survey,
which required entering text into the textbox to submit.
Question 1: What could encourage feedback reading? After explaining why they did, did not, or sometimes read their instructors’ feedback,
students were given the opportunity to answer three additional questions
related to instructor feedback. The first optional, open-ended question
asked participants “What, if anything, could your instructor do to encourage you to read their feedback?” Out of the 216 participants, 152 (70%)
chose to answer the first question. Table 4 includes 8 response categories
to which responses were coded and categorized, along with definitions,
examples, and frequencies for each. The following table includes 154 responses total because two participants provided two answers, which were
coded individually.
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Table 4
What Could Encourage Reading Feedback? (n = 152 [70%])
Response category
Allow revision/higher
grade/extra credit

Definition and example

Frequency

Student responded that if they were giv- n = 40 (26%)
en a reward, allowed to revise, or given
extra credit or a higher grade they would
be more likely to read feedback.
E.g., “A chance for extra points if we
read the feedback and edit.”

Nothing/self-motivation

Student responded that they already
read their instructor’s feedback and,
therefore, did not need encouragement
to do so or that reading feedback is a
choice and/or that students ought to be
self-motivated, so that there is nothing
that an instructor can do to encourage
students to read feedback.

n = 36 (24%)

E.g., “I tend to read the feedback regardless.”
E.g., “Nothing. I believe it’s common
sense to read the feedback. If not, that is
their own fault.”
Explain importance

Student responded that if the instructor n = 24 (16%)
explained the purpose or importance of
feedback, individually conferenced with
the student to explain feedback, or asked
them explicitly to read it, the student
would read it.
E.g., “Speak up about how important
reading feedback is or discuss feedback
individually with each student.”
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Response category
Make feedback visual

Definition and example
Student responded that if their instructor used all capital letters, bold letters,
a different color typeface/pen, or made
their writing more legible, they would
feel more encouraged to read the feedback.

Frequency
n = 19 (13%)

E.g., “Write in red, it pops out more and
I feel obligated to read it, because then it
seems important.”
Provide better or more
feedback

Student responded that if the instructor
provided better or more feedback, the
student would feel encouraged to read
it. This also includes responses in which
students indicated that their instructors
already provided good feedback and
would just need to continue.

n = 15 (10%)

E.g., “Add examples of what else to do
and give information to be able to build
off of.”
Include encouraging
feedback

Student responded that if their instructor provided more positive comments,
the student would feel more encouraged
to read the feedback.

n = 14 (9%)

E.g., “Use encouraging words to motivate myself to improve my grades.”
Make responses mandatory

Student responded that if reading feedback required a mandatory response or
were tied to a grade/points they would
feel more encouraged to read it.

n = 4 (3%)

E.g., “Make it mandatory and a response
be required”
Provide less feedback

Student responded that if the instructor
gave less feedback, the student would
feel more encouraged to read it.

n = 2 (1%)

E.g., “Write smaller amounts.”

Cunningham, J. M. (2019). Composition students’ opinion of and attention to instructor
feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(1), 4–38.

Instructor Feedback • 21

As Table 4 shows, participants, again, suggested that they were mostly
encouraged by grades. Forty (26%) responses were coded as Allow Revision/
Higher Grade/Extra Credit, indicating that students would be more encouraged to read feedback if they were offered extra credit or allowed to revise
and resubmit for a higher grade.
Given that the majority of these participants already read feedback, 36
(24%) participants responded that they did not need encouragement because they already read their instructors’ feedback or that students ought
to be self-motivated to read feedback, thus there is nothing that an instructor can do to encourage students.
Twenty-four (16%) participants also indicated that, if their instructor
would explain the importance of feedback or ask them to read it during
an individual conference, they would be more likely to read the feedback.
Those responses were categorized as Explain Importance because, whether
individually or as a class, students suggested that additional information
about feedback would be helpful in encouraging them to read it.
Other responses indicated a desire for feedback that is legible, helpful, and encouraging. Nineteen (13%) participants responded that they
would read their instructors’ feedback if it were more visual in some way.
These responses, coded as Make Feedback Visual, suggested that if feedback were more visually distinct in some way (e.g., using a bold typeface
or colorful pen) or if it were more legible, the students would be more
inclined to read it. Fifteen (10%) participants responded that if their instructor provided more detailed or specific feedback, they would be inclined to read it. Those responses were categorized as Provide Better/More
Feedback. The category Include Encouraging Feedback was composed of
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feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(1), 4–38.

22 • Jennifer Cunningham

14 (9%) responses, which suggested that if instructors also pointed out
what students did well, the students would feel more encouraged to read
the feedback.
Four (3%) participants suggested that if reading feedback were somehow required, students might be more inclined to read it. Although this
category, Make Responses Mandatory, could have been collapsed within
Allow Revision/Higher Grade/Extra Credit, the fact that this response
seemed to be more directive and to omit student agency seemed important to parse out. The final category, Provide Less Feedback, was composed
of 2 (1%) responses, indicating that, if their instructors provided less feedback, they would feel less overwhelmed and be more inclined to read it.
Question 2: What is useful about feedback? The second optional,
open-ended question asked participants, “What, if anything, do you find
helpful or useful about the feedback that your instructor provided?”
Of the 216 students who completed the survey, 170 (79%) participants
chose to answer this question. Table 5 (see the Appendix) includes two
core categories (i.e., Student Improvement and Instructor Feedback), and
eight and three subcategories, respectively, as well as definitions, examples, and frequencies of each subcategory.
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Table 5
What Is Useful about Feedback? (n = 170 [79%])
Core category
Studen improvement n =
135 (79%)

Response category
Improved writing
skills for future

Definition and example
Student responded that
reading feedback has improved their writing skills
in gneeral or helped them
apply skills to their next
essay or class.

Frequency
n = 46 (27%)

E.g., “They have good ways
to improve my writing for
other classes.”
Content-based
improvement

Student responded that
their instructor provided
information on a macro- or
content-level (e.g., ideas,
topics, details, etc.), which
was useful.

n = 18 (11%)

E.g., “Getting feedback helps
to provoke creative and
critical thinking.”
Grammar and
punctuation

Student reponded that read- n = 15 (9%)
ing feedback helped them
improve and correct their
grammar and/or punctuation errors. E.g., “I found
the grammar points to be
helpful.”
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Core category

Response category
Revising

Definition and example

Frequency

Student responded about
the importance of feedback
when trying to revise or fix
mistakes.

n = 14 (8%)

E.g., “The comments help
when doing revisions to
papers.”
Understand
strengths and
weaknesses

Student responded that
reading feedback helped
them understand their own
strengths and weaknesses as
a writer.

n = 12 (7%)

E.g., “I found the feedback
positive because helps see
my weakness that i [sic]
need to work on.”
Editing errors and
diction

Student responded that
n = 11 (6%)
feedback helped with editing
(e.g., word choice or fixing
errors.)
E.g., “It points out mistakes
that I may not have realized
myself and provides suggestions about how to fix said
mistakes.”
E.g., “She points out the
unnecessary words and sentences i dont [sic] need.”
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Core category

Response category
Structure based
improvement

Definition and example

Frequency

Student responded that
n = 11 (6%)
feedback helped them better
understand and/or improve
the structure of their essays
(e.g., transitions, organization, etc.).
E.g., “Helps me understand
how to better form/transition essay.”
E.g., “I find suggestions on
how to transition paragraphs the most helpful.”

Understand instructor expectations

Student responded that
n = 8 (5%)
they read feedback to better
understand their instructor’s
expectations.
E.g., “It helps me understand what they are looking
for.”

Instructor
Clear detailed feed- Student responded that their n = 14 (8%)
Feedback n = 35 back or examples
instructor provided specific
(21%)
feedback or information
that was clear or easy to
understand.
E.g., “The feedback was always straight to the point, it
was easy to see what needed
fixing.”
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Core category

Response category

Definition and example

Frequency

Positive comments

Student responded that
feedback is helpful, positive,
or encouraging.

n = 12 (7%)

E.g., “I found it helpful that
the feed back [sic] was not
only the negative but positive things as well.”
Thoughtful, honest, Student believed instructor
or individualized
truly read an essay, focusfeedback
ing on their content and
providing feedback that was
personalized.

n = 9 (5%)

E.g., “My instructor gave
very insightful feedback and
you could tell she actually read the papers for the
content and not just looking
for errors.”

As Table 5 shows, 135 (79%) responses to Question 2 were categorized under the core category Student Improvement, suggesting that
these participants found their instructors’ feedback to be useful in helping
them become better writers in some way. Forty-six (27%) responses
were further subcategorized as Improved Writing Skills for Future, indicating that these students believed that reading their instructors’ feedback helped improve their writing ability overall, either for future
essays or classes. The subcategory Content-Based Improvement was
composed of 18 (11%) responses in which participants indicated that
their instructor provided information on a macro- or content-level
(e.g., ideas, topics, details), which these students found helpful.
Fifteen (9%) responses indicated that students found feedback about
Grammar and Punctuation to be helpful, while 14 (8%) responses suggested that feedback is useful in helping students revise, which was
subcategorized as Revising. What is not clear, however, is whether the
participants who suggested that feedback is helpful for revising were referring to content-level issues or errors related to grammar and punctuation.
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Twelve (7%) responses were subcategorized as Understand Strengths
and Weaknesses, with participants indicating that reading feedback helped
them become more aware of their own writing abilities and shortcomings.
Eleven (6%) responses were subcategorized as Editing/Errors/Diction,
which might be similar to Grammar and Punctuation, but because these
participants did not mention grammar or punctuation specifically and, instead, made mention of specific word choice issues, “editing,” or “mistakes”
more generally, these responses were coded separately.
Structure-Based Improvement, comprising 11 (6%) responses, suggested that feedback was helpful in understanding how to transition or
organize an essay. The last subcategory within Student Improvement
was Understand Instructor Expectations, comprising 8 (5%) responses
directly indicating that these students read feedback in order to understand an instructor’s expectations.
Whereas the first core category included more applied responses
(i.e., students answering the question in terms of how feedback is useful to them), 35 (21%) responses to Question 2 were categorized under
a second, objective core category Instructor Feedback. These responses
provided more specific information about instructor feedback and what
kinds of feedback students found most useful
The remaining responses indicated that feedback is useful when it is
clear, positive, and thoughtful. Fourteen (8%) responses were subcategorized as Clear, Detailed Feedback or Examples, indicating that students
found feedback that is easy to understand to be useful. Twelve (7%) responses were subcategorized as Positive Comments, with participants indicating that feedback is helpful when it is also encouraging and identifies
not only points of critique but what a student has done well. The last subcategory, Thoughtful, Honest, or Individualized Feedback, comprised 9
(5%) responses, indicating that feedback is helpful when students believe
that their instructors closely read their essays and provide personalized
suggestions or comments.
Question 3: Other comments about feedback. The last optional, openended question asked participants, “Is there anything else that you would
like to add about your thoughts regarding instructor feedback?” Of the
216 students who completed the survey, 61 (28%) participants chose to
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write a response to this question. Table 6 includes two core categories (i.e.,
Commendation and Criticism), with two and four subcategories, respectively, as well as definitions, examples, and frequencies of each subcategory.
Table 6
Other Comments about Feedback (n = 61 [28%])
Core category

Response subcategory Definition and example

Commendation Feedback is helpful
n = 43 (70%)

Student indicated that feedback is helpful.
E.g., “Instructor feedback
can be very uplifting and insightful. All teachers should
put the same effort into each
students [sic] feedback and
use feedback to critique.”

Frequency
n = 32
(52%)

E.g., “It is very helpful. I
hope that all instructors take
the time to provide feedback
on students work!”
Praise for instructor

Student provided positive comments regarding
their instructor and/or the
feedback provided by their
instructor.

n = 11
(18%)

E.g., “I want to thank the
instructors that do take time
to read our essays and make
notes about how we can
make them better.”
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Core category

Response subcategory Definition and example

Frequency

Criticism

Provide more deStudent indicated that they
tailed, honest, or clear would like to have better
feedback
feedback, meaning that it is
either more detailed, honest,
or clear.

n=6

n = 18 (30%)

(10%)

E.g., “I want instructors to
be honest, don’t hold back.
Even if it’s a little mean.
I want the constructive
criticism to help me in the
long run.”
Provide less overStudent indicated that they
n=4
whelming or negative would prefer less feedback or (7%)
feedback
less negative feedback.
E.g., “It is most helpful when
the feedback isn’t overwhelming.”
Wish for legible
feedback

Student indicated that they
would like to be able to read
their instructor’s feedback.

n=4
(7%)

E.g., “I wish my instructor
feedback was more easily
able to be read.”
Other negative comment

Student provided negative
comment related to their instructor or commented that
feedback was not helpful.

n=4
(7%)

E.g., “His feedback did not
help at all, took paper to
writing center and made no
differnce [sic] what I did.”
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As shown in Table 6, 43 (70%) responses were categorized as
Commendation, providing praise for either feedback or an instructor. Of
the 43 affirmative responses, 32 (52%) suggested that feedback is helpful and/or more instructors ought to provide feedback. The remaining 11
(18%) responses provided praise for instructors who provide feedback.
Criticism, the second core category, was composed of 18 (30%) comments and 4 subcategories, all offering a critique related to feedback.
Six (10%) responses indicated that students would prefer feedback that
is more detailed or candid, coded as Provide More Detailed, Honest,
or Clear Feedback.
The remaining three subcategories were all composed of four (7%)
responses. The subcategory Provide Less Overwhelming or Negative
Feedback seemed to indicate that students would prefer either fewer comments or less negative (perhaps more positive) feedback. The subcategory
Wish for Legible Feedback reiterated students’ desire to be able to read
handwritten comments. Four comments (7%) were also subcategorized
as Other Negative Comments, including general criticisms related to students’ observations about unhelpful feedback.
Discussion
One key finding of this research is that most students who participated in this survey indicated that they were reading their instructors’
feedback. With 94% of participants responding “Yes,” this survey suggests
that, while mostly grade-driven, students are reading instructor feedback.
In that way, the answer to the overarching research question—Do college
composition students read their instructors’ feedback? If so, why?—is overwhelmingly affirmative and mostly so that they can earn a higher grade. Of
course, further research is necessary regarding whether students earning
lower grades read feedback.
Also noteworthy is that most instructors seem to be providing feedback. Out of 253 participants (272 who began survey, excluding six who
did not complete the survey and 13 who had not taken college composition), only five students responded that their instructors provided
no feedback (about 2%) and 32 (about 12%) said that their instructors
only provided editing marks. This finding speaks to the fact that most
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composition instructors seem to recognize the importance of providing
feedback and are attending to this time-consuming but pedagogically
effective practice. Additionally, although this might speak more to social
desirability, the fact that 61 participants chose to answer the final, openended question and that 70% of those participants included a positive
comment related to instructor feedback, is encouraging and indicates that
these students believe that feedback is not only helpful but appreciated.
An additional question remains, however, considering that students
who do not read instructor feedback might also not participate in surveys:
What can instructors do to encourage the students who do not read their
feedback? Based on information presented in this research, to encourage
these students to read and attend to instructor feedback, the following
two questions are posed: (1) Should instructors accommodate the idea
that students tend to be grade-driven by allowing revisions for a higher
grade? (2) Should instructors emphasize and explain the importance of
instructor feedback with the intent to encourage student reading of and
attention to their feedback?
Whether students believe that reading feedback will help them revise
a specific essay, compose their next essay, or apply concepts to a future
class, each of these reasons is tied to earning higher grades. Even the core
category “Writing-Driven” might also relate to grades, if comments are
interpreted as implying that students want to “improve my writing skills”
in order to earn a higher grade or that they “respect my instructor and
am looking to improve” to earn a higher grade. More research, such as
student interviews, are necessary to understand possible implicatures, yet
it is clear that the majority of participants who responded to this survey
directly indicated or suggested that they feel encouraged to read feedback when doing so can directly affect their grade, either by revising for
a higher grade or understanding how to earn a higher grade on a future
assignment.
If instructors were to afford students the opportunity to revise to
earn higher grades, conceivably that could also mitigate the tendency
for instructor feedback to be primarily a grade justification (Connors
& Lunsford, 1993). In that way, offering students the opportunity to revise might provide instructors with a sense of freedom to focus more on
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questions for revision rather than defending (or even inflating) the grade
a student earned. Even if the content of the feedback remained the same or
similar, instructors might feel more at ease while reading and commenting, knowing that after indicating the grade that a student earned, agency
resides with the student, and the student must choose whether their grade
is final.
Participants who responded to Question 1 of this survey also indicated
that if instructors explained why feedback is important, they might feel
more encouraged to read it, suggesting a disconnect between instructor pedagogy and student understanding. In keeping with what scholars
like Sommers (1982), Hyland and Hyland (2001), and Lizzio, Wilson,
Gilchrist, and Gallois (2003) have found, these participants also indicated
that providing more positive comments would encourage them to read
the feedback. Like Lipnevich and Smith (2009), who concluded that students prefer detailed, descriptive feedback, participants described what
made feedback itself useful to them, asking that it be clear, positive, and
thoughtful. This study suggests that these students preferred feedback
that included personal, individualized feedback and suggested that they
would feel more encouraged to read comments that also mentioned their
strengths. With that in mind, perhaps one takeaway from this survey
is that instructors could make a concerted effort to explain the purpose
and importance of feedback and to include positive feedback along with
points of critique.
When responding to Question 2, most participants (27%) believed
that improving skills for the future was what made feedback useful. What
is unclear, however, is whether participants meant for future assignments
(i.e., grade-driven) or for their jobs/careers/selves (i.e., writing-driven).
The question of transfer is an important and complex one, as Fraizer
(2010) found that, overall, FYC students believed that their course helped
them to develop as writers but were unable to articulate exactly how
or in what ways. In the end Fraizer suggested that expanded conceptual
thinking related to writing might happen in “third spaces” (Mauk, 2003)
such as writing centers or small groups of students who meet outside of
class, which reiterates what Wardle (2007) argued in that the burden for
encouraging generalization seems to reside in classes and experiences
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beyond FYC, thus calling for continuing to expand Writing Across the
Curriculum and Writing in the Disciplines programs. In that way, the
issue of transfer, although a topic found within the qualitative data, is beyond the scope of this particular study.
Limitations
As with any empirical research, this study is not without limitations.
First, this sample is small, gathered from one university with eight campuses. At least one of the campuses is represented in this sample, but given
the use of the Regional Campus Subject Pool (RCSP), as few as one or as
many as all eight of the campuses could be included. Not asking for participants’ home campuses was an oversight and a possible limitation, given
that student demographics (e.g., age and socioeconomic status) vary by
campus.
Another possible limitation is that students were not asked about
course modality and whether their composition class was online, faceto-face, or hybrid. Understanding whether students perceive a difference
in instructor feedback given the course modality could have provided
additional insight and discussion. This survey also failed to ask whether
feedback was provided on drafts, revisions, and/or final essays in order to
more fully understand instructors’ methods for providing feedback and
students’ perceptions thereof.
Selection bias and social desirability are, perhaps, the larger limitations of this study. Given that 92% of the participants responded that
they received an A or B in their class, we can determine that students who
did well in their composition classes also read feedback (and also take
surveys). These same students also know that the “right” or socially desirable answer to these survey questions is that, “Yes,” they read feedback
and that “feedback is helpful.” The fact that this survey was either administered after a class had ended or through the RCSP, which maintained
anonymity, might have mitigated some of the limitations related to social
desirability. Overall, if replicating this study, I would ask (a) participants’
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home campus, (b) if their class was online or face-to-face, and (c) if their
instructor provided feedback on drafts, final essays, or both.
Conclusion
Overall, this study suggests that students—at least students who earn
As and Bs in FYC—do read instructor feedback. Although mostly gradedriven, these students are interested in feedback to help them improve
their writing. Further, the students who read the feedback seem to be
appreciative of their instructors’ time and attention. Again worth noting
is that instructors are providing feedback, but further research is necessary regarding what kinds of comments and at what stage of the writing
process feedback is provided. Given student comments, feedback could
help with transfer, serving as a catalyst for student improvement. Again,
more research is necessary to determine if any lasting effects or learned
writing concepts are applied beyond FYC.
Although the majority of instructors do seem to be providing feedback, this research suggests a possible opportunity for more programmatic support regarding whether instructors provide feedback, whether
instructors ought to explain more overtly the purpose of reading and
attending to feedback, and whether doing so ought to be tied to an opportunity to earn higher grades. Writing programs have a responsibility
to their composition instructors and could offer opportunities to ensure
instructor feedback is provided and helpful by holding workshops about
formative and summative comments as they relate to specific learning
outcomes and discussing the option of allowing students to revise to earn
higher grades. If we are going to continue to spend the time necessary
to provide feedback to student writing, we ought to continue discussing
ways to ensure that our feedback is both useful and being read.
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An important drawback of peer response in L2 writing classes is a reluctance to
be sufficiently critical of a classmate’s writing, particularly with students from
cultures that value group harmony. Anonymization of peer response is commonly
proposed as a means of overcoming this problem. The current action research project examined the effect of anonymizing the peer response process on the number
of proposed revisions made by students from eight undergraduate writing classes
at a private university in Tokyo. It also examined the students’ attitudes towards the
peer response process. The findings revealed that the anonymization of the process
had significant impact on the less proficient students’ propensity to recommend
revision; however, this was not the case for students of a higher proficiency level.
Students at both levels felt more comfortable with the peer response process
when it was anonymized. The pedagogical implications of anonymizing the peer
response process are discussed.

Keywords: anonymous, peer feedback, revisions
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Introduction
The exchange of essays among students, who then read and respond
to each other’s writing, is a common part of L2 writing classes. The peer
response process is seen to help students learn to be less reliant on instructor feedback (Tsui & Ng, 2000) as it aids the development of evaluative skills (Berg, 1999). As such, the peer response process can play a
part in nurturing “self-reliant writers, who are both self-critical and who
have the skills to self-edit and revise their own writing” (Rollinson, 2005,
p. 29). In order to develop these evaluative skills, students must provide
feedback on their peers’ written work. This feedback may result in both
negative and positive comments, which Hyland and Hyland (2001) categorize as “praise,” “criticism,” or “suggestion”—the difference between
the latter two categories being that a “suggestion” contains “an explicit
recommendation for remediation” (p. 186). Yet there is a tendency among
students to view feedback that identifies problems as more beneficial in
enabling the writer to improve their essay (Nelson & Carson, 1998). This
chimes with Ferris’s (2003) opinion that one of the key benefits of peer
response is that students are able to “receive feedback from nonexpert
readers on ways in which their texts are unclear as to ideas and language”
(p. 70). It is clear, therefore, that for the peer response process to be effective students in developing the evaluative skills that students need, the
students must be willing to identify weaknesses in the work which they
review. Yet there are a number of reasons why this does not always occur.
Level of English proficiency and cultural background influence
the willingness of students to identify weaknesses in their peers’ work.
Research has indicated that less proficient students question their ability
to give effective feedback (Guardado & Shi, 2007; Linden-Martin, 1997).
Crucially, however, as proficiency levels rise, students become more comfortable with the process (Amores, 1997), and the quality of the feedback
improves (Li, Liu, & Steckelberg, 2010). This indicates that the traditional
approach to peer response may be less beneficial to lower-level students.
In addition, peer response may be particularly problematic in certain
educational settings. Various studies have identified that students from
East Asian cultures, which tend to value group harmony, view identifying problems in a peer’s essay as promoting tension; such students favor
giving praise over criticism as it affirms and reinforces group harmony
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(Carson & Nelson, 1994, 1996; Connor & Asenavage 1994; Guardado
& Shi, 2007; Hu, 2005; Nelson & Carson, 1998). There are obvious dangers of cultural stereotyping, especially as problems with peer response
have been highlighted in studies that did not target East Asian students
(Amores, 1997), and some studies involving East Asian students have
shown the suitability of its use (Hu & Lam, 2010). Yet ignoring this cultural aspect would be closing off an area of pedagogical research that Hyland
and Hyland (2006) contend requires further investigation. As Nelson and
Carson (2006) note, the pitfalls of sweeping generalizations should be balanced “against the benefits of assessing possible culture-related behaviors
that need to be taken into account when we design classroom activities”
(p. 53). How the peer response process can be modified to allow students,
particularly those from East Asian cultures, to feel more confident and
willing to identify problems in their peers’ work is therefore an important issue that teachers who work with students from these cultures need
to investigate. If the peer response process can in some way be modified
to yield more comments, particularly those identifying weaknesses with
a peer’s essay, the process can become more meaningful pedagogically.
One possible modification of the peer response process is to make it
anonymous. Anonymizing the peer response process makes it less threatening to students reluctant to criticize their peers’ work (Guardado & Shi,
2007; Miyazoe & Anderson, 2011). Anonymity lessens the constraints that
the reviewer may feel when commenting on their peer’s writing (Lu & Bol,
2007) and reduces loss of face “by not exposing mistakes publicly and by
not criticizing directly” (Cheng & Warren, 1997, p. 238). Guardado and
Shi (2007) provide further support for the approach, noting that Japanese
EFL students “embrace[d] [it] as a chance to review their peers’ writing
critically” (p. 457).
However, a significant drawback of anonymizing the peer response
process is that it limits the interactions between writer and reviewer. Such
interactions aid acquisition as they allow the students’ knowledge and
understanding of what constitutes good writing to be shared and tested
(Hyland & Hyland, 2006). Peer response is also a means of encouraging a negotiation of meaning between writer and reviewer—essential to
the development of writing competency (Liu, Lin, Chiu, & Yuan, 2001).
Therefore, before teachers move to an anonymized peer response process,
an examination of its effectiveness is necessary.
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Action Research
This research project was instigated in accordance with Norton’s (2009)
assertion that the goal of pedagogical action research is “to improve
some aspect of the student learning experience” (p. xv). Peer feedback
was a key element of the writing course which the authors of this paper
were teaching, but we both felt that the way that it was generally being
conducted, with the essay’s writer knowing the identity of the reviewer,
was not resulting in students providing sufficient suggestions as to how
their peers’ work could be revised. Consequently, we felt it was important to examine whether anonymizing the process affected the number
of revisions proposed (a “suggestion” in Hyland and Hyland’s [2001]
categorization). As we generally felt that weaker students were more reluctant to propose revisions, we were also interested in the effect of the
students’ English proficiency on their willingness to propose revisions, as
this could indicate whether the use of anonymous peer response should
be restricted to classes of certain proficiency levels. In addition to examining the effect of anonymizing the peer response process on the rate
of proposed revisions, we also wanted to find out how the students
viewed identifiable and anonymous peer response, as we believe that
creating an atmosphere in which students feel comfortable is important
for teaching to be effective. Therefore, this teaching paper seeks to answer three questions:
• Does the anonymization of the peer response process lead to an
increase in students’ propensity to recommend revision?
• Is the effect of the anonymization of the peer response process
on students’ propensity to recommend revision affected by the
proficiency level of the student?
• Does the anonymization of peer response make students feel
more comfortable with the process?
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Context
The research project involved 90 students from eight undergraduate
writing classes at a private university in Tokyo. The authors of this paper
were the teachers of these classes. The majority of the students in the classes
were Japanese, but there were also a number of students from China and
South Korea. Four of the classes were intermediate-level classes (N = 46),
four were advanced level classes (N = 44). Students were assigned to
class levels by either (a) taking a TOEFL ITP, in combination with
a faculty-assessed independent writing task (TOEFL score 450–549
assigned to the intermediate level; 550 or over assigned to the advanced
level); or (b) successfully completing a lower level EAP writing course
(existing university students that had passed the basic level EAP writing course were placed in the intermediate classes, and those who had
passed the intermediate level were placed in the advanced level). The
students took one 90-minute class per week for 15 weeks. As a course
requirement, all of the students had to write two argumentative essays
of 600–800 words. For each essay, the students submitted a first draft
and received initial feedback from a peer and then from the teacher.
The students were expected to act on the feedback in their final drafts.
Method
Every student was required to submit a digital copy of the first draft
of their essay prior to each peer response class; these were printed out
by the teachers so that they could be distributed in class. Each class had
one lesson in which peer response was conducted anonymously and one
traditional peer response class in which the reviewer was identifiable. So
that the results were not affected by the order in which the students gave
anonymous or identifiable feedback, two of the classes in each level were
instructed to provide identifiable feedback on the first essay and anonymous feedback on the second essay; this was reversed for the other two
classes in each level. In all of the sessions, the students were given approximately 20 minutes to read and provide feedback on parts of their partner’s
essay.
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To guide the type of feedback that the students provided, each student
was given a checklist, similar to the one suggested by Berg (1999), which
contained questions related to seven key structural aspects of the essays
that had been previously taught (see Appendix). This checklist also enabled
the teachers to calculate the number of revisions proposed in each of the
peer response sessions. All questions were interrogative and required
a “Yes” or “No” response on the checklist. The questions were written
so that a “No” response would indicate that the essay needed improving
in that area. If “No” was written, the students were instructed to write a
suggestion as to how the essay could be improved on the essay itself; consequently a “No” would indicate that student’s response could be categorized as a “suggestion” rather than a “criticism” (Hyland & Hyland, 2001).
For the anonymous feedback sessions, the students’ names were removed from the first drafts and distributed randomly. The students were
instructed that if they wrote “No” on the checklist, they would need to
provide detailed comments on the essay itself, as they would not have the
opportunity to discuss their feedback with the essay’s writer. As a result,
the students were made aware that the feedback they gave would not be
attributable. Having completed the checklist and written any necessary
comments on the essay itself, the checklists and essays were collected and
given to the writer of each essay. For the identifiable feedback sessions, the
students were instructed to sit in dyads. Each student was then given their
partner’s first draft and the checklist. The students were given the same
instructions as in the anonymized sessions; in addition, they were instructed to remain silent as they worked through the checklist. However,
they were told that they would have the opportunity to explain their feedback to the essay’s writer once the checklist was finished. Consequently,
the students were aware that their feedback would be attributable. At the
end of the class, the teachers collected the checklists so that the number
of proposed revisions could calculated.
To analyze the frequency with which students suggested revision,
each checklist was assigned a suggested revisions score. To obtain this,
the sum of “No” responses per checklist was calculated; as such, a checklist with all seven questions responded to negatively would be assigned a
score of seven. Although the students had been instructed to respond with
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either “Yes” or “No,” some students wrote responses such as “Yes, but . . .”
followed by a suggested revision. These were considered to be negative
responses, as the students seemed to be identifying a problem with the
writing but using communication strategies to avoid offending the writer.
Propensity to Propose Revision
Question 1: Does the anonymization of the peer response process
lead to an increase in students’ propensity to recommend revision?
Table 1 shows that there was an increase in the mean number of proposed
revisions between identifiable (1.77) and anonymized (2.30) feedback.
Moreover, the data indicate that within this study anonymizing the peer
response process does significantly increase the amount of proposed revisions (p = .032).
Table 1
Propensity to Recommend Revision
Student
type

All feedback
Mean

All students
Intermediate
Advanced

Standard
deviation

Identifiable
Mean

Anonymized
Mean

1.77

Standard
deviation
1.484

2.30

Standard
deviation
1.795

.032

p

1.95

1.500

1.48

1.110

2.41

1.694

.003

2.13

1.825

2.07

1.757

2.18

1.908

.770

Question 2: Is the effect of the anonymization of the peer response
process on students’ propensity to recommend revision affected by the
proficiency level of the student? Table 1 also shows that the proficiency
of the student has a significant bearing on the propensity to propose revisions when peer response process was anonymized. The descriptive data
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indicate that the students in the intermediate classes suggested more revisions when the process was anonymous (M = 2.41) than when it was
identifiable (M = 1.48); moreover, this difference is statistically significant
(p = .003). In contrast, the advanced students’ rate was not appreciably
different (anonymous, 2.18; identifiable, 2.07) or statistically significant
(p = .770). This indicates that for those students researched, the intermediate-level students had a higher tendency to suggest revisions when
the method was anonymized, while the advanced-level students’ tendency to propose revisions was largely unchanged. This would appear
to be in line with Guardado and Shi’s (2007) finding that students of
lower L2 proficiency levels are less confident in their ability to suggest
useful revisions when reviewing their partner’s written work; therefore perhaps they were more reluctant to suggest revisions when they knew
that they would have to justify them to the essay’s writer.
Students’ Attitudes
We also believed that it was important to gauge our students’ attitudes
to the identifiable versus anonymous peer response processes. Therefore,
in the final class of the semester the students were instructed to provide
anonymous responses to the statements below using a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.”
•
•

Statement 1: I felt comfortable giving anonymous feedback on
my classmate’s essay.
Statement 2: I felt comfortable giving identifiable feedback on
my classmate’s essay.

The responses were coded as follows: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly
agree, and the mean scores were calculated. Table 2 reveals that overall,
the students investigated were more comfortable when the peer feedback process was anonymized (3.98) than when it was identifiable
(3.23). Moreover, this difference was significant (p < .001). Breaking the
data down by level of proficiency, the difference was significant among
both intermediate (anonymous = 4.13; identifiable = 3.28; p < .001) and
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advanced (anonymous = 3.98; identifiable = 3.18; p = .003) level students. As such, the findings appear to concur with those of Miyazoe
and Anderson’s (2011), which indicated that anonymous interactions
in writing classes can lead to “less stress and fear for foreign language
learners” (p. 184).
Table 2
Attitudes to Peer Response Process
Student type

Intermediate
Advanced
Overall

Identifiable
Anonymized
Mean
StanMean Standard dedard
viation
deviation
3.28
1.026
4.13
0.806
3.18
0.995
3.82
0.922
3.23
1.006
3.98
0.874

p

.000
.003
.000

Pedagogical Implications
Peer response has become a central feature of L2 academic writing classes as it reinforces the idea of academic writing as a process involving many stages and that giving and receiving feedback can lead to
more effective academic writing for both the reviewer and writer of the
essay (Berg, 1999; Rollinson, 2005; Tsui & Ng, 2000); therefore, teachers
should consider how to utilize it most effectively.
As first in Berg’s (1999) checklist of considerations for preparing students to participate in peer response is to create a “comfortable classroom
and trust among students” (p. 238), creating an environment in which
students do not feel stressed seems important if peer response is to be
effective. Students at both the levels of proficiency examined in this action
research project were more comfortable providing peer feedback when
the process was anonymized, so it would seem that in classrooms in which
the majority of students have an East Asian cultural background, when
possible, peer response should be conducted anonymously. However, as
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noted earlier, students’ evaluative skills are developed more effectively
when interaction between the essay’s writer and the reviewer is possible.
Therefore, the weakness of anonymous peer response as it was carried out
in this study is that it does not allow for this interaction. Consequently,
teachers need to consider the contexts in which the benefits of conducting
peer response anonymously outweigh its drawbacks.
The results showed that for the less proficient students, anonymizing
the peer response process led to a significant increase in the number of
proposed revisions. This may be due to the fact that such students tend to
lack confidence in their ability to provide appropriate feedback (Guardado
& Shi, 2007; Linden-Martin, 1997). As they are not sure if their feedback
is correct, less proficient students may be reluctant to propose a revision
when they know that they will have to explain it to the writer of the essay.
As a result, the effect of anonymizing the peer response process is that it
may allow the students to propose suggestions even when they are not sure
of their appropriateness.
The results of the project also indicated that although the more advanced L2 writers felt more comfortable with the peer response process
when it was anonymized, this did not result in them proposing significantly more revisions than when the feedback was identifiable. One
possible explanation for this may be that the essays of the more proficient students may have contained fewer areas in need of review, thus
limiting the possible number of proposed revisions. Consequently, there
were fewer opportunities for the advanced students to propose revisions
even when they felt more comfortable during the anonymous feedback
sessions. Another possible explanation is that these types of students
are more likely to have more experience in providing peer feedback in
L2 writing classes. Therefore, they have a greater understanding of the
importance of proposing suggestions. Moreover, as Li et al. (2010) noted,
such students are more able to provide effective feedback. Consequently,
although they feel more comfortable when the process is anonymized,
this does not affect their propensity to propose revisions as they are confident enough in their ability to propose effective revisions.
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Therefore, the most appropriate use of anonymous peer response
would appear to be with students of lower proficiency levels, moving to the identifiable approach as students become more proficient.
Alternatively, similar to Moore’s (1986) use of anonymous essays from
other classes, anonymous peer response could be utilized when students
are first introduced to the peer feedback process, and then as students
become more familiar with the process and more confident in their ability
to provide appropriate feedback, identifiable peer response should be used
as it allows students opportunities to interact with each other.
However, this need to modify the approach to feedback to suit the
proficiency level of the student may become unnecessary. As an increasing
number of L2 writing classes are conducted in environments where students are using computers, it may become possible for peer feedback to
provided anonymously while also allowing for interaction between the
writer of the essay and the reviewer. In such classes, the peer response process could be anonymized by the use of pseudonyms in class (see Miyazoe
& Anderson, 2011) and using real time editing through web-based software. This would allow an interactive and anonymous peer response
process in which meaning could be negotiated and ideas about effective
writing could be tested.
Limitations
In accordance with Norton’s (2009) action research cycle of “reflection, planning, acting, observing, reflecting” (p. 55), the authors designed
the study in response to a specific problem they believed was reducing the
effectiveness of peer response in the classes that we they taught, namely
the insufficient number of proposed revisions to a peer’s work. In addressing
this specific issue, the data collected focused on the quantity of proposed
revisions; we chose not to examine the appropriateness of the proposed revisions, or whether the proposed revisions were adopted by the writer of
the essay. While this narrow focus limits the conclusions that can be drawn
from the data, it does provide teachers with a clear measure of the effect of
anonymizing the peer response process. This represents a useful starting
point toward a deeper appreciation of a common L2 writing classroom practice, while also providing avenues for further investigation.
Another potential limitation of this study was that the “anonymity” of
the peer response was restricted in that, although the actual identity of the
writer and the reviewer was unknown, the students did know that they
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were responding to the written work of a classmate. One reason why students are reluctant to identify weaknesses in their peers’ work is to maintain
harmony within the group (Carson & Nelson, 1994). A wish to maintain
class harmony may still influence the peer response process. Therefore,
it would be useful to examine whether enhancing the anonymous aspect
of the study (for example, by conducting it between students in different
classes) has a greater effect on the propensity to suggest revision. Another
potential weakness of the study was that instructing students to write
detailed comments on the essay itself may have discouraged them from
proposing revision; this was particularly important when the process was
anonymized as the students knew that they would not have an opportunity to verbally explain their feedback to the essay’s writer. This may have
resulted in them proposing fewer revisions when providing anonymous
feedback. Therefore, it would be useful to investigate whether students’
propensity to identify problems in their peers’ work is higher if only instructed,
as per Hyland and Hyland’s (2001) categorization, to provide criticism, (i.e.,
simply write “No” on the checklist) rather than to make a suggestion.
Conclusion
Peer response has become a central feature of L2 academic writing classes. One of its key benefits is that it allows students to develop
the evaluative skills that are needed for them to become less dependent
on their teachers. However, in order for peer response to be effective,
students must be willing to propose revisions to their peers’ work. This
study examined the effect of anonymizing the process. The results showed
that, irrespective of proficiency level, the students were more comfortable with the peer response process when it was anonymized. As such,
the study appears to provide support for other findings in the field, which
have indicated that anonymizing the peer response process allows East
Asian students to feel more at ease. The study also provides evidence that
less proficient students are significantly more likely to propose revision
when the process is anonymous than when it is identifiable. However, no
such significant difference was identified among the more advanced students. As interaction between students during the peer response process
leads to greater pedagogical gains, this would seem to indicate that L2
writing teachers should consider anonymizing the peer response process
with less proficient students, but that this is not needed with more proficient students.
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Appendix
Writing Task First Draft Peer Evaluation
Read the introductory paragraph, first body paragraph, and concluding paragraph of your classmate’s essay.
Only focus on the key components in the table below.
If you write “No” in any of the boxes, write suggestions how to improve the essay on the essay itself.
Key Components

Yes/No

Is there an effective hook?
Do the building sentences give background to the topic
of the essay?
Does the thesis statement clearly show the essay topic,
writer’s position and main ideas of each body paragraph?
Does the topic sentence of the first body paragraph allow
you to predict the content of the paragraph?
In the first body paragraph, do supporting sentences
logically link to the main idea of the paragraph?
Does the concluding paragraph restate the thesis and
summarize all the main points?
Does the concluding paragraph end with an effective final
thought?
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